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	From the Author

Special thanks to Joy Avery-Melville and my sister Rebekka for their invaluable help with editing and proofreading once again. You both are deeply appreciated!

 

Sadly, the statistic Biff uses in this story is accurate. Suicide among wildland firefighters, including smokejumpers, is incredibly high compared to the general population, for a variety of reasons. To date, there has been very little effort made by those in positions of authority to deal with the problem.

 

The statistic Morgan shared about the divorce rate was reported by a real-life smokejumper. The strain of distance and worry is very hard on relationships.

 

Please keep these men and women in your prayers as they fight for the safety of lives, homes, and communities. Please pray for their friends and families for perseverance and wisdom in supporting and encouraging them.


	Scripture

“In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”

Luke 15:10


	Prologue

2007

Walker Ranch

Mystery, Wyoming

 

“You boys plannin’ to just stand around all day? Or do you actually intend to get some work done?” Dad asked from the back of his bay mare, disrupting their conversation. Reins loose in his fingers, he leaned a forearm on the saddle horn and pinned them with a semi-stern, mostly amused look.

Twenty-three-year-old Travis Walker caught a grin from his twin brother, Trevor, and passed it to their best friend, Ben Wright. Their discussion had brought work unloading hay to a halt. Travis and Ben leaned against the flat-bed trailer while Trevor sat on the stack of hay bales.

“Why don’t I ask him?” Travis nodded toward their father.

“Yeah, right.” Trevor snorted with a laugh and stood. “Like Dad isn’t compromised, too, and therefore biased.” He chuckled and grabbed the next bale to set it in front of Ben, who heaved it onto the growing stack in the barn.

“Biased about what?” Dad asked.

Travis eyed his brother.

Trevor gave him a knowing look and shrugged.

Okay, so Trevor’s probably right. Bringing Dad into the discussion might prove fruitless, but I value his opinion, even if he is ‘compromised’. “Well, I’m sure you know Tim’s getting married,” Travis offered, looking to Dad for confirmation.

“Of course. I suspect everyone in the entire state of Wyoming knows that by now.”

“Exactly. It’s all he talks about to every soul he meets.” Trevor rolled his eyes and dropped a bale on the edge of the trailer. “The man’s obsessed. He’s totally lost himself.” He shook his head, his blue eyes rich with sympathy for their long-time friend.

“Don’t you boys like Debbie?” Dad asked with a surprised hike of one eyebrow. The mare shifted, growing restless. He steadied her with a gentle touch of his hand.

Travis frowned. “Oh, well, she’s sweet enough, sure, but she’s completely ruined Tim.” All the man talked about was plans for some highfalutin wedding. It was horrible. Travis and Trevor had an ongoing debate about what a petit four was. Tim had mentioned such things, and they had no idea what he meant. What if poor Tim never made a lick of sense ever again?

Trevor nodded and sighed. “If that’s what marriage does to a man, I’ll be just as happy without it.” He heaved another bale to Travis.

“Same here.” Travis grunted, moving the hay.

“What if God has plans for you to marry?” Dad half-grinned.

“I so seldom leave the ranch, I’m not likely to meet anyone,” Trevor scoffed. “I’ve no time to go looking for a woman, even if I wanted one. If God wants me to marry, He’ll have to bring her here and throw her right into my arms.”

Travis rolled his eyes and laughed. “Please! He’ll have to drop a woman on my head from the heavens to prove it to me.”

They all looked at Ben, who had been very quiet since Dad’s arrival.

He froze, his gaze bouncing from one to the next. “What? Don’t look at me. I’ve already done the marriage thing, and you know how that worked out. I’m not eager to go there again.” He grabbed the next bale.

Not fooled by the flippant words, Travis shared a sad glance with his brother. Ben’s marriage had been nothing short of disastrous. The three of them had grown up with Ben’s wife, Robin. Travis and Trevor had tried to talk their friend out of marrying the selfish harpy. To no avail. If only they’d been able to spare him the pain he’d endured during his short marriage. Robin had been born and raised in Mystery. The few remaining marriage prospects in town weren’t much better. Travis cringed.

“Mark my words, boys. You should be careful about challenging God. He has a tendency to rise to the occasion, often when you least expect it.”

“Yeah, right.” Travis snorted. Besides, he hadn’t challenged God. He knew it was impossible. Even God must recognize that.

“Mark my words.” Dad kicked the mare into a walk and left them to finish their work.


	Chapter 1

Monday, July 4, 2011 (4 Years Later)

 

“Hey, Travis, where ya headed?”

Travis wheeled his bay mare, Molly, to face Jake Cramer, the youngest of their ranch hands. The twenty-three-year-old had been with them since he was eighteen. “I thought I’d head up north to check the progress of the fire that started during the night. I’m concerned it may have turned our way with the shift in the winds earlier. This second shift our direction ain’t improving my confidence.”

As if to prove his point, a howling gust of easterly wind whipped dirt out of the corral toward him.

He tilted his head so the brim of his hat would deflect it and waited for it to pass. Usually, that time of year, the prevailing winds blew from the south and west, which would’ve pushed the lightning-caused fire away from the ranch. The day’s unusual wind shifts had changed that, putting the hay they were growing to feed livestock over the winter directly in its path. Only a meadow buffered that field from the edge of the forest.

“Want me to activate the sprinkler system on that field?” Jake leaned against the fence, crossing his arms over the top rail.

“Not yet.” Travis frowned. “Let me see what we’re dealing with first. If it looks like we need water, I’ll call you.” He tapped the two-way radio in the pouch strapped to his hip.

“I’ll keep my ears peeled then.” Jake waved.

Travis turned Molly and headed up the hill behind the house at a trot. Smoke billowed over distant trees and hills to the northeast, visible from the top of the rise. That definitely doesn’t look good.

Thickening smoke rolled through the sky and across the landscape. They’d already moved cattle to relative safety over previous days, but the field of young winter hay remained at risk if the fire didn’t shift its track or stay under the control of wilderness firefighters working to contain it within the Bridger-Teton National Forest boundaries. If it stayed within those confines, they’d let it burn itself out. Part of nature’s cycle in the park. If not, they’d hit it with every ounce of manpower to protect homes and livestock on neighboring ranches.

As he moved over the second hill from the house, the distant rumble of airplane engines reached his ears. A closer roar overhead brought his head up and around. A massive C-130 skimmed the treetops, carrying water. He hoped. Firefighters had to knock back that fire. His family couldn’t afford to lose the hay.

If Travis had to rally ranch hands to the border of the property to help, he would, but he’d rather not put them at risk if it could be avoided. Fighting fire was wicked business, and unforgiving of mistakes. He’d never erased the image from his mind of one of the ranch hands being severely burned when a flaming tree limb had crashed down on him while battling a fire on the property years before. That horrifying image, and the man’s agonized screams, would haunt Travis to his grave.

As he got closer to the edge of the property, his heart fell.

Smoke billowed across the hay field.

Molly pranced restlessly and attempted to turn back. She side-stepped and tossed her head, the most basic of survival instincts telling her to run the other way, to flee approaching death.

“You have more sense than I do, girl.” He halted the mare and patted her neck. “I need to get closer.” He dismounted, wrapped the reins around a tree branch, and proceeded on foot, leaving the nervous horse behind. Wouldn’t do for him to be tossed and left in a field as she high-tailed it for the safety of home.

At the top of the last hill at the property boundary, he stopped and studied the horizon. Shifting air currents swept thick, dark smoke across the hay field, but no flames were visible. Yet. The wind showed no sign of letting up. If it continued, it would push the fire right through the middle of that field.

What a way to face the Fourth of July. I definitely won’t be attending any fireworks in Jackson tonight. Travis palmed the radio and keyed the mic. “Jake, you there?”

“Yessir.” Light static popped under his words.

“We need the water on up here. I’m headed to the eastern pump. Get to the western one. We have to soak the area. That fire’s headed straight for us.”

“Be right there.”

He slapped the radio back into the clip at his belt and picked his way across rocky ground along the top of the hill toward the water pump house on the eastern side of the field. Sprinklers activated, he headed back toward where he’d left Molly. At the hill’s peak, he stopped and looked back.

Smoke darkened the sky overhead, making it appear dusk instead of midday. To the east, the thick haze held a faint orange glow. Flames weren’t far behind all that smoke.

Sprinklers pumped water to cover the east side of the field. As he watched, sprinklers on the west side sputtered to life. Travis smiled. Jake may be a bit flaky at times, but when it mattered, he came through.

A flapping pop caught Travis’ ear. Not like any helicopter or airplane he’d ever heard. If it was a bird, it was a mighty big one.

Frowning, he turned in place, trying to locate and identify the source.

The soles of two black boots rapidly filled his field of vision, surrounded by a globe of white. “Look out!”

He reared back. Too late.

 

~~~

 

Morgan Duncan yanked the toggles on her parachute, trying desperately to slow her descent or change direction. The cords complied, but the chute refused to do the same. Despite attempts to alter her flight path, she landed on the cowboy standing below. Hard. He went down, and she landed squarely, her knees in his gut, her hands on either side of his head.

The twenty-eight-foot canopy above descended and settled on brown grass ahead. The wind caught it, tugging at her.

She threw her weight against the cords and popped the chute free from her harness.

It dropped flat onto the grass and lay lifeless.

“Morgan! Are you alright?” Worry in his voice, fellow smokejumper, Biff Clarkdale, ran toward her while dropping his chute harness.

“I think so, but I’m not so sure about him.” She looked down at the unconscious cowboy and grimaced.

Already, a bruise formed over one eye and down his cheek where her boot had struck him. A cut over the other eye showed where the edge of her other sole had clipped him hard enough to break the skin. It, too, looked to be swelling. Her heart lurched.

“Is he dead?” Biff leaned down to look more closely at her victim.

“No, he’s breathing.” She checked his pulse. “His heartbeat’s steady. I think I just knocked him out.”

“Gave him a doozy of a shiner.” He whistled and chuckled.

“It’s not funny. I could’ve killed him.” She glared at her jump partner, who was also the jumper-in-charge (or JIC, for short) for that jump.

“Yeah, Miss Grace, what was that all about?”

“I don’t know. It was bizarre.” Morgan shook her head and frowned. Great, another less than complimentary nickname. Because the other one isn’t bad enough when it comes out of Tomcat’s mouth. “I didn’t have the steering ability I should have. I tried to avoid him, but the chute wouldn’t cooperate.”

“Yeah, sure. Likely excuse. You probably just realized this was the only way you’d catch a man who’d put up with you. Knock him out cold and drag him to the altar before he regained any sense.”

“Very funny, Biff.”

The cowboy groaned and shifted as more of her eight-person team trudged their way, having landed not far away.

“Yo! Nice landing, Princess,” Shawn “Tomcat” Calloway hollered. “Even our rookies and snookies never killed somebody.”

Some of the other guys laughed.

“So not funny,” she muttered, though she had to concede the point, having never heard of either a first or second-year jumper actually landing on someone. The razzing anyone got when they landed in a tree or pond was bad enough, and the teasing could last for months, if not years. I’ll never hear the end of this, for sure and for certain. Happy Fourth of July to me. Shaking her head, she dismissed them to focus on the poor man regaining consciousness before her.

 

~~~

 

Travis grunted, unable to take a deep enough breath to give it more sound or energy. A boulder had landed on his chest, sending pain through some of his ribs, and his head screamed in agony. He raised a hand to his head then winced at pain around both eyes. With caution, he opened them.

What in the world had hit him?

A white mesh mask moved within inches of his face.

He blinked. Am I imagining things?

“Are you alright?”

Female? Wait, no. My brain must’ve been rattled harder than I thought. He shook his head to clear it, instantly regretting the action as new pain ricocheted throughout his skull. Like I need more. He winced and tried to take a deep breath but couldn’t. He put a hand over his ribs. Yeah, a couple of those are most definitely cracked. He tried to sit up.

“Are you sure you should get up? Maybe we should call a medevac.” That worried female voice again.

“No need.” He glanced at her. Other than her smaller size, she looked exactly like the others. Shapeless. Compact. He’d never have guessed a woman hid under all that gear.

Once upright, he lowered his head and froze, eyes closed, waiting for a wave of dizziness to pass. He didn’t need to black out again. They’d call a medical evacuation chopper for sure then. “I’ve had worse injuries. I have a brother.”

A soft giggle pulled his head up. Was she laughing at him?

“Say that when you get a look at your face,” the other form standing over him in the same gear remarked. Male voice, making no apparent effort to hide the owner’s amusement. “Unless you and your brother make a habit of pummeling the stuffing out of each other, I doubt you’ve had this glorious a shiner before.”

“I’m really sorry.” She stepped forward, raising both hands out from her sides. “I tried to avoid you. I really did.” With an annoyed flip of her wrist, she unsnapped the chin strap holding the helmet and mask in place and whipped it off.

Short, curly, strawberry-blond hair framed a heart-shaped, makeup-free face. She lifted damp bangs off her forehead and huffed a sigh. Wide eyes studied him with concern. Green. Like the Wyoming prairie in the spring.

He stared into them. I’ve come home. Startled by the direction of his thoughts, Travis shook free of the hold of that soft gaze and focused on regaining his feet.

You’ve spent way too much time with Trevor and Ashley, buddy. Sunday afternoons with Ben and Amber probably ain’t helping matters either. He was getting loopy and romantic, and it had to stop. Now. Then again, maybe his brain had been jarred too hard. That’s it. That’s responsible.

“Wait a minute.” Rising to one knee and grimacing at pain through his torso, he stilled and looked up at the woman. “Did you land on me?”

“Yeah, that’s what I meant.” She winced. “I tried to avoid you, but… I’m really sorry. I swear I didn’t mean to… I tried everything to steer away from you.” Absolute contrition on her face left little doubt she spoke the truth.

She’d landed on him.

Travis couldn’t help it. He laughed. Cracked ribs protested and threatened to cut off his air supply, which only made him laugh harder. Stars danced through his vision, but he couldn’t stop.

A woman had dropped out of the sky onto his head.

His family would never let him live it down.

 

~~~

 

What in tarnation is so funny? I could’ve killed him. That’s certainly no laughing matter. The cowboy had to have sustained a concussion. Possibly worse. He clearly wasn’t thinking straight.

Concern only deepened when he rested his weight back on his heels, fired a look into the smoky sky, and gasped out, “Very funny.”

Morgan glanced at Biff, who chuckled and shrugged with a bewildered smile. She knelt beside the cowboy. “Are you sure we shouldn’t call a chopper? You probably should be checked out by a doctor. You might have head trauma or internal injuries.” Probably no might about that. What if she’d caused him serious injury, and it simply hadn’t manifested yet? Well, other than his odd behavior. Then again, for all she knew, he could be off-center on a normal basis, so that might not be indicative of anything but a weird personality.

“I’ll be fine.” He tried to climb to his feet then stilled. His lips flattened, and a white line appeared around his mouth. Hand to his side, he forced himself to breathe. At least, so it seemed to her. “I just need to get back to the house and ice the better part of my body.” He half-grinned, a dimple flashing in his right cheek. A spark of humor danced in olive-green eyes.

Her heart performed a somersault, and she smiled in return.

“Let me help.” Biff stepped up, took his hand, and pulled him to his feet.

Morgan picked up his hat, stood, and glanced around. “How will you get home? I didn’t see a house close by, and I don’t recall seeing a vehicle during the jump.”

“My horse is back in the trees.” He pointed to the line of trees a quarter of a mile southwest.

“Are you sure you can walk that far in your condition?”

“I’m not broken.” He put a hand to his ribs and half-smiled again. “Mostly. Barely bleeding. I’m mobile, so I should be okay. By the way, I’m Travis Walker. My family owns this ranch.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Travis.” Biff snickered. “Biff Clarkdale, and my graceful flying partner here is Morgan Duncan.”

“I fly just fine, thank you very much.” She pinned Biff with an annoyed look.

“I know. It’s the landings you apparently need to practice more,” her partner scoffed with a teasing grin.

“I told you. Something’s wrong with my chute.”

“Yeah, right.” Biff rolled his eyes.

Travis cleared his throat. Based on the faint quiver at the corner of his pinched lips, she suspected he was trying not to laugh and shot him a frown.

“Well, listen, if you need anything, give us a shout.” Travis removed a radio from his belt and handed it to Biff. “We appreciate the job you wilderness firefighters do, so we’re happy to help in any way we can. If you need bunks to drop into, we’ve got extra at the homestead. Hot showers and homemade food, too, if you need it.” He pointed south. “It’s a couple of miles that way, but if you radio ahead, we can pick you up.”

“We appreciate it and may take you up on the offer.” Biff glanced over his shoulder at the others in their team, most of whom had finished securing their chutes. “For now, though, we have a fire to fight. Come on, Grace. Time to work.”

“You bet.” She nodded to Biff, then her gaze connected with those gorgeous, if bruised, eyes once more. “Again, I’m really sorry.”

“No problem.” His gaze turned serious, considering, all humor gone, making her want to fidget. “Maybe I’ll see you later.”

“Maybe.” Doubtful, but one could never tell. She raised a hand in farewell as she turned away. “Bye.”

“Um… hey.”

Heart leaping, she pivoted back. “Yeah?”

He pointed to her side. “Can I have my hat back?”

“Oh, of course. Sorry.” Heat flashed up her neck. She returned and handed it to him. “Bye.” She trotted off to join her team.

“Alright, you brush apes,” Biff called to the men. “Get a move on! We’ve got a dragon to kill.”

As she helped secure parachutes and unpack equipment that had been dropped for them, Morgan ignored the mostly good-natured, familiar ribbing the guys gave each other, glancing up occasionally to track Travis until he disappeared from view over another hill. Hopefully, he’d make it home safely. He wasn’t in any condition to get on a horse.

Maybe I should check on him at the end of shift.

 

~~~

 

Travis groaned deeply as he hauled his wounded body into the saddle, hat still in one hand. He’d tried to put it back on his head, which had aggravated developing bruises, so he’d opted to carry it. Good thing it’s partly cloudy this afternoon. At least I won’t have the sun bearing down on me to make me feel worse.

Molly moved before he’d settled fully into the saddle, eager to put distance between herself and the fire.

He kept a tight hold to prevent her from breaking into a run as the tension and quiver in her muscles indicated she desired to do. His ribs wouldn’t take the pounding right then, he was pretty certain. Even at a walk, every step jarred both wounded ribs and his pounding head.

“Yo, Travis! Wait up!” Hooves pounded the ground behind him.

He groaned again. Jake. He’d forgotten about the man being nearby. Oh, God, please don’t tell me he saw Morgan land on me. If he had, the news would be all over the ranch before Travis even had Molly stabled.

“Everything’s running good at the western pump. I’ll come back out and check both later, make sure—” Jake drew up alongside, glancing at him the moment his mount settled into a walk. His eyes widened. “Whoa. What happened? Did ya fall off yer horse or somethin’?”

“Or something. I’d rather not talk about it.” Jake didn’t see it. Thank you, Lord. Travis breathed a tad easier. He needed to work through the latest wrinkle in his life before everyone fired questions and speculation at him. He’d have to sneak into the house somehow, and pray his mother didn’t see him. Maybe she hadn’t returned from town yet. Please, God….

“Good grief, boss. Ya look like ya fell out of a tall tree and hit every branch on the way down.”

Travis shot the younger man a hard look, hoping to discourage conversation.

“Sure ya can make it back to the house? I can go get the truck and come back for ya.”

Yeah, right. That’d get the ranch talking. Not to mention the whole town because a pair of loose lips at the ranch would share the news with eager ears in town. No, thanks. “I’m fine. It looks worse than it is.” Maybe. He held his breath and forced himself not to grimace when Molly surged up a shallow, dry creek bank, rattling every bone, muscle, and joint in his body. He would’ve been much happier to live all his days without having ever learned that some of them existed.

“Ya sure? Ya look a might pale.” The other man snickered under his concerned expression. “Except where ya’re turnin’ black and blue, anyway.”

He shot Jake another glare.

The young cowboy fell blissfully silent and remained that way until they reached the ranch. “Want me to put Molly away?”

“I’d appreciate that.” Travis dismounted near the cabin he’d shared with his mother since Trevor had married Ashley the year before and taken over the main house. He bit back a curse at the agony shooting through his ribs and handed the reins to Jake. “Don’t say anything to anybody about me being hurt. They’ll find out soon enough.”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever ya say, boss.”

Why didn’t he trust the young hand’s assurance? He didn’t have time to analyze that as the man rode away, Molly trailing.

Travis went inside, stopping in the small kitchen for a couple of large packs of frozen peas. Carefully plastering one to the side of his face, he lifted the other to his ribs and went to lie down in his room. If he could get the swelling under control, maybe no one would pick at him too much.

Right. Not unless I suddenly become a makeup expert to hide massive bruises. Why hadn’t Morgan hit him where bruises wouldn’t show? How would he explain it to his family? At least, without them jumping to horribly uncomfortable conclusions.

The screen door lightly slapped the frame in the living room.

Mom’s back. He groaned.

Footsteps echoed across the wood floor. She’d returned from the store sooner than he’d expected. Rather, hoped.

“Heaven’s mercies, what happened to you?”

Travis lowered the peas, so he could see her clearly.

Mom frowned as she crossed the room and sat next to him. “Did you get in a fight?” Her scowl darkened. “You and Trevor didn’t finally come to blows, did you?”

“Of course not, Mom,” he muttered. He and Trevor had gotten along much better the last year or so. Apparently, Mom hadn’t noticed. “An accident is all. I’m fine.”

“Fine, my eye teeth.” She poked and prodded his bruised face, inadvertently leaning against his sore ribs.

He gasped and winced.

She jumped away then lifted his shirt to look at his side. “We need to get you checked by a doctor.”

“I’m fine, Mom. Really. It’s only bruises. Nothing serious.”

“Me and a doctor will be the judge of that.”

The screen door slapped the frame again.

Great. Even more audience to my humiliation.

“Miss Eleanor?”

“In here, Mike.” She met him as Mike Johnson appeared in the doorway to Travis’ room with a worried frown. “What’s wrong?”

Before the man answered, his gaze fell on Travis.

“What happened to you?” Mike, a former bull rider and one of the older ranch hands, had been Dad’s best friend and was like an uncle to Travis and Trevor.

Still, Travis could’ve done without the man’s sudden attention and concern. He wanted to yell but bit his tongue to prevent a sharp retort. “I had an accident. I’m fine.”

“You couldn’t possibly look much less than fine right this moment, son. In fact, you look about as bad as I did once, after a bull trounced me good. I barely survived.” He shook his head.

“What’s wrong, Mike?” Mom asked, prodding the cowboy back to the reason he’d sought her out.

“Trevor asked me to get you. Ashley appears to have gone into labor.”

“Is he sure?”

Not an unreasonable question. Ashley had already taken two prior trips to the hospital in Jackson that proved to be false alarms.

“I wouldn’t ask that, if I were you.” His grin suggested he’d done just that. “He went to get the truck.”

“Well, then, we’ll have them look at Travis, too, since we have to take Ashley into Jackson anyway.”

“That’s not necessary, Mom.”

Hands on her hips, she glared at him.

“Are you back-talking your mother, son?” Mike asked before she could scold him.

“No, sir.” Travis frowned. “Well, yes, sir, but—”

“On your feet. Now,” Mom ordered in that no-nonsense tone he’d known since childhood. No point arguing, especially not with Mike standing there, ready to back her up.

With a heavy sigh, Travis eased off the bed and to his feet, slapped the bag of partially thawed peas to his face with a grimace of pain and annoyance at his carelessness, and followed his mother and their ranch hand out. So much for avoiding family scrutiny while he got the swelling down.

Let the fun begin.


	Chapter 2

Thursday, July 14, 2011 (10 days later)

 

Coughing to clear smoke-filled lungs, Morgan collapsed in a heap on a hill safely out of the fire’s reach, yanking off thick gloves and dropping them on the ground beside her. She popped the catch on her helmet straps and tossed it aside, too, glad for fresh, cool air flowing over sweat-drenched hair.

Tears continued to stream from irritated eyes. She blinked them away, barely resisting the urge to wipe at them and risk shoving grime deeper into them, particularly with dirty hands.

The sun kissed the treetops, a welcome sight after very long, starless nights with gloomy, smoke-filled days sandwiched between them.

Another team had arrived to spell them the day after they’d dropped in. Normally, the jumpers would’ve been replaced by hotshots after a day or two when the fire hadn’t been contained quickly, but it had been a bad fire season for so many states. The hotshots were tied up elsewhere.

She’d never been so grateful for the time she and her team members had spent working as hotshots before becoming jumpers. Still, the sustained effort of more than a week of off-and-on firefighting was wearing on them all. She wasn’t sure she could’ve stayed upright another ten minutes, much less swing a Pulaski. She’d already rattled every bone in her body with two awkward strikes with the axe during the past few hours. Fatigue and weakness closed in.

Morgan swallowed another drink to restore her electrolyte balance to help fatigue, muscle weakness, and joint aches. Now all she needed was sleep. She’d caught a quick nap the day before and dreamed of a cowboy with a dimpled grin and olive-green eyes.

“I don’t know about you, but I could use a cool shower and a soft bed.” Biff dropped next to her, distracting her from weary but pleasant thoughts. He tossed his gear bag aside and lay back on the dry ground.

The rest of the team settled on the ground not too far away.

“Afraid I don’t see either of those in our immediate future. Do you?” She waved to indicate their surroundings. Not a shower or bed in sight. She leaned over and put a hand to his forehead. “If you do, we need to have you checked for delirium.”

“Nah, but I know where I can get both.” He held up the radio Travis Walker had given him. “He said to call anytime. We’ve got the whole day before we spell the other team.”

Morgan paused to give the idea more consideration than she really needed to. She’d wanted to check on Travis anyway, make sure he truly hadn’t been seriously injured, but if she seemed too eager, Biff would get suspicious. Best to look reluctant. She rubbed her right arm, which had a dull ache running through it, starting at the wrist. Have to be more careful what I hit with that Pulaski. Wrist versus rock, no contest.

“If you want.” She shrugged and met Biff’s gaze. “I’d be happy to toss up a tent right here and sleep the day away.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, right. Pretend you don’t want to see cowboy Travis again.”

“I don’t.” Liar! Morgan resisted the urge to check the sky for a lightning bolt but surreptitiously checked the hem of her pant legs to make sure they weren’t on fire. All clear. “I mean, if we go to the house, I want to make sure he’s okay. Other than that, I don’t care if I see him.” She glanced up, fully expecting a lightning bolt that time.

“Uh-huh.” His eyes narrowed as he scrutinized her with a broad grin. “Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t like him.”

“I like him fine. He seems to be a nice guy. I didn’t have time to get to know him, so I don’t really have an opinion beyond that.” She lay on the grass, rested her head on her gear bag, and stared up at the sky. Okay, so maybe Travis Walker had been the cutest unconscious man she’d ever seen, but that didn’t mean she liked him liked him.

“Anybody at the homestead?”

She rolled her head to watch Biff talk to the radio.

“Eleanor Walker here, who’s this?” came a staticky response.

“Biff Clarkdale with the smokejumpers.”

“Oh, of course. Travis told me he gave you a radio. What can we do for you, Mr. Clarkdale?”

Morgan still marveled over the kindness people showed. Sure, wildland firefighters, including smokejumpers, saved homes and lives, but they were doing a job.

“Please, call me Biff. Travis offered bunks and showers. That offer still stand?”

“Absolutely. Let me alert the men to hook up the flatbed. They’ll be there as soon as they can to pick up your team and equipment.”

“We appreciate that in a big way, ma’am.” He climbed to his feet and went to talk to the other men.

Morgan remained prostrate in the grass, watching smoke drift across the sky. At least the wind had died down the day before. The sun peered around the cloud of smoke. She closed her eyes and let peace descend.

If she slept, maybe she’d dream of him.

She smiled at the thought.

 

~~~

 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Travis halted in the process of climbing behind the wheel of the truck to stare across the cab to the passenger seat.

“With you.” His brother’s wife, Ashley, gave him a deceptively innocent look. “What does it look like?”

“I don’t think so. Trevor’ll have my head if you go into labor out in that field.” He didn’t doubt for a second she hadn’t cleared the errand with Trevor. His brother had headed to town earlier for a feed run and was due back anytime. No way she’d had a chance to talk to him.

Her chin jutted out, her lower lip tightening. “I’m not a two-year-old, you know.”

Best not to touch that remark. He’d only get himself into trouble. Impulsive and willful, not a good combination. Add pregnant and married to his overly protective twin brother, and the stakes went even higher. Why couldn’t she have had that kid two nights before, or five or ten, instead of yet another false alarm? Then she’d be too busy to put him in danger.

“How long do you intend to leave those men out there?” She put on her seatbelt and waited with an eager expression.

“Fine, but make sure Trevor bites off your head, not mine.” Travis slammed the door and turned the key in the ignition. Trevor’s gonna kill me.

Ashley smiled brightly.

It took about twenty minutes to go the couple of miles to the waiting firefighters. Thanks to a decent trail most of the way, the ride was fairly smooth, though he drove slower than normal because of his very pregnant cargo. Cracked ribs protested the jostling and his holding and turning the steering wheel, and his concussed brain wasn’t particularly pleased either, but Travis did his best not to curse or hiss.

The emergency room doctor his mom and Mike had made him see the day the injuries occurred had put a butterfly bandage on the cut crossing one eyebrow. He’d diagnosed cracked but not broken ribs, a mild concussion, and plenty of bruises. After warning that the ribs would take at least a month to heal, as long as the injury wasn’t exacerbated, the doctor had ordered rest, lots of ice, and ibuprofen for pain, if needed. He’d offered stronger pain medication, but Travis had refused it.

After assurances that Ashley’s labor had been another false alarm (there’d been two more since), and the first of the next generation of Walkers remained stubbornly in the womb, Trevor had relaxed enough to tease him all the way home from the hospital about the futility of picking a fight with a tree.

Travis still hadn’t told anyone what had happened. He’d evaded countless questions over the past ten days, including many the doctor had fired at him. He knew exactly what they’d think, because he’d thought that very thing himself, and he didn’t want to.

The more he considered it, the more he didn’t want to believe it. God wouldn’t really do such a thing. Sure, God worked in odd, mysterious ways that people couldn’t fathom sometimes, but to actually drop a woman on a man’s head? No.

Still, it was hard to ignore the evidence, especially when it was written all over his face. He’d gotten up with a stellar shiner the morning after the injury, and it had only gotten more stark the day after that, his face sporting all manner of black, purple, and blue, but at least swelling had been minimal after the first couple of days.

Travis had adhered to the doctor’s orders, under his mother’s watchful eye. For the first week, anyway. Once light and noise stopped aggravating the pain in his head, mostly, even she hadn’t been able to keep him inactive. The boredom had threatened to drive him to desperate measures. Mom had finally relented with a shake of her head.

He’d tried to be careful not to move too quickly or put unnecessary strain on either his head or ribcage, but sometimes, an unexpected cough or a sudden turn without thinking, which hurt far more than reason said it should, reminded him that his body was still healing. He’d be glad when decreasing bouts of dizziness, and resulting nausea, quit altogether, too.

Upon finally reaching the exhausted firefighters, Travis climbed out of the truck without a word to Ashley, hoping she’d stay put but not counting on it. After closing the door carefully, so as not to jar his ribs, he searched for and found Biff, who waved enthusiastically and nudged the prone person beside him.

Reddened, bright green eyes peered at him through a layer of sweat-streaked soot and dirt under a cap of dirty hair plastered to her head.

His heart did a funny little jig. How can I possibly find that attractive? She’s a mess. Taking a deep breath and biting back a wince at protests from his ribs, he headed toward them, focusing on Biff. If he ignored the feeling seeing Morgan provoked, it’d go away. Yeah, like you actually believe that.

 

~~~

 

“Hey, Grace, wake up. Your boyfriend’s here.” Biff’s boot nudged her thigh.

“He’s not my boyfriend. Don’t say such things. What if the others hear you?” They’d already teased her at every opportunity about her less than graceful landing. The last thing they needed was more ammunition. She pushed up onto her elbows and glared into his grinning face. “What if he hears you?” she hissed under her breath.

“You may want to wipe your face.” Biff chuckled even as a wet wipe landed on her face, blocking her view. “You have a bit of dirt on it.”

Morgan snatched the wipe away and glared up at him, knowing he’d lied through his teeth. She’d seen herself in a mirror too many times after fighting a fire. Dirt was the least of it. She could practically feel the soot layered on every inch of skin, both what was exposed and some of what wasn’t. Add in the copious amounts of sweat spurred by the heat of the fire, bright pink splotches and spatters from the slurry dropped from planes, and the fact smoke had irritated her eyes and nose, making both run extensively… well, not pretty in the least.

Sniffling, she suppressed the desire to straighten hopelessly sweat-drenched, filthy hair that had no doubt been flattened to her head by her helmet. “A single wipe won’t do any good,” she muttered, using it anyway. It’ll probably just smear the gross stuff around and make it look worse. She grimaced. Not to mention how I probably smell. If Biff and the others were any indication….

A while back, one of the guys had joked about a buddy who’d gotten to horsing around with him smelling “like somebody held a bonfire in a locker room after the big game.” The best deodorant in the world was no match for the scorching heat of a blazing fire.

Biff grinned. “On the upside, if that”—he motioned with one hand to indicate her whole body—“doesn’t scare him off, nothing will.”

“Why do I like you, again?” she mumbled, scowling.

“How can you not?” His grin widened even further. “I’m dang near perfect!”

With a roll of her eyes, Morgan shook her head. “You’re delusional, is what you are.” Admitting defeat on cleaning her grungy face, she tucked the now-black wipe into one of her many pockets and pressed her lips together. Despite being waylaid by various members of her crew, Travis had quickly covered the ground between them and where he’d parked the truck. Keep your mouth shut, Morgan, or Biff won’t be the one to embarrass you. You’ll do it yourself.

“Hey, Travis.” Biff thrust out a hand and whistled. “Impressive shiner.”

“Yeah… thanks,” Travis offered dryly, shaking the offered hand. “You guys need help loading your gear onto the truck?”

Morgan held back a wince at the bruises on his face. What would he look like without them? Should they still be so dark?

He didn’t meet her gaze as he spoke to Biff. Probably wanted to forget they’d ever met. Not that she blamed him after the first impression she’d made. Either that, or he’s appalled at how bad I look and doesn’t want me to see his disgust. She gave herself a quick mental shake. What are you thinking? Since when have you been so vain? If he can’t handle evidence of hard work, he’s not worth knowing.

“Sure.” Biff tossed him a gear bag then leaned down to pick up a Pulaski and shovel. “You coming, Morgan, or are you gonna lie there and drool… I mean, sleep until next shift?”

Unable to look at Travis, she dropped her gaze and pushed into an upright position, horrified and annoyed all in one fell swoop. If only God didn’t frown so heavily on murder. Maybe slow, non-fatal torture would be okay? She’d have to check. There had to be a loophole in the Bible somewhere for dealing painfully with people who tormented you constantly.

The two men headed for the truck, leaving her on the grass.

“A woman smokejumper?”

An awestruck female voice brought her head up.

A pretty, blond woman looked down, her smile warm, blue eyes sparkling and friendly. “Travis didn’t say a woman was here.”

From her position on the ground, Morgan couldn’t miss the protruding belly on the other woman. “I guess it slipped his mind.” After she’d rattled his brains, such a lapse wasn’t surprising. She got to her feet, picked up her gear bag, and opted not to offer a grungy hand to the other woman. “I’m Morgan Duncan.”

“Ashley Walker.”

Walker? Travis’ wife? Morgan’s heart plummeted. Ridiculous! She barely knew the man. Other than her nearly killing him, they’d had no contact, shared no conversation. She forced down disappointment she didn’t want to feel and smiled at the woman. “How far along are you?” Besides ready to pop. If the woman wasn’t close to her due date, she should be.

“Oh, about two years.” Ashley laughed, a protective hand resting on her belly. “At least that’s how it feels some days. My official due date was three days ago, but this baby has a mind of her own. She gets that from me, I’m afraid.” Her self-deprecating grin was too endearing.

Morgan couldn’t resist giving her a genuine smile. “I’ve always heard they come in their own good time.” She picked up her tools and headed toward the truck, being sure to stay downwind and matching her gait to Ashley’s careful waddle over the rough ground.

“It’ll be fun to have another woman around. Eleanor and I are it most of the time.”

“And Eleanor is?”

“My mother-in-law. A wonderful lady. I think you’ll like her.” She opened the door of the truck and slid into the passenger seat. “Why don’t you ride up front with us?”

“Um….” She glanced down at herself. “I’m more than a little ripe.”

The blond woman grinned. “That’s nothing new around here. Ever been around cowboys who’ve been out wrestling cattle all day?”

“As a matter of fact, I have, but… this is worse.”

“So, we’ll leave the windows down.” Ashley grinned and motioned her into the truck. “Come on.”

“Okay, sure. Why not?”

Ashley slid to the middle of the seat and clipped her seatbelt, watching with expectant, eager eyes as Morgan followed her after tossing the bag and tools into the back of the truck. She certainly couldn’t fault the woman’s outgoing friendliness.

Travis climbed into the driver’s seat, hesitating for the briefest of moments as his gaze skipped past Ashley to Morgan before he closed the door. He swallowed, settled into his seat, and guided the truck back the way it had come.

She winced at his Technicolor face. “I’m really sorry about last week, Travis. Biff checked my chute and found a problem with the lines, but I still feel bad.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Was it just her, or did he sound forbidding?

Ashley shot him a puzzled look.

Nope. Not just me. Was he mad at her for landing on him? She hadn’t meant to do it. She’d done all she could to avoid it. “I hope one day you can forgive me.”

“It’s forgiven.” His growling tone even darker, he nudged his hat lower over his eyes. “Don’t worry about it.”

Certainly didn’t sound forgiving. Annoyed, Morgan frowned around Ashley at him. “Look, if you want to stay mad, that’s fine, but I really did try to avoid you. I couldn’t help where I landed, and being snarky won’t change the fact I couldn’t control my descent or the fact you were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Travis, what’s she talking about?”

“Nothing,” he snapped.

Morgan tensed. He had no reason to be nasty to Ashley.

Apparently undeterred by Travis’ attitude, Ashley turned to Morgan. “Morgan? What’re you talking about? Why in the world would Travis be mad at you?”

“Because I landed on him the other day.”

The other woman’s eyes widened in shock. “You landed on him?”

“Yeah.”

Ashley glanced at Travis and started to laugh.

Morgan could hardly believe her eyes and ears. What could possibly be so funny about her nearly killing the woman’s husband?

 

~~~

 

Is it totally impossible for a man to crawl under the bench seat of a truck? If Travis hadn’t been driving, he’d have been more than a little tempted to find out. He scowled. Why did Morgan tell Ashley the truth?

His sister-in-law was sure to tell her husband, who would give him a hard time, no matter who might overhear.

Before long, the ranch hands would know, then everyone in town would find out.

His neck burned as Ashley’s laughter filled the cab.

“I warned you, Travis.” She giggled. “I told you it would hurt.”

“What would?” Morgan asked.

He groaned. Get back to the house and away from both women. It’s too late to separate them, but if I can get away….

“Having a woman dropped on his head,” Ashley replied, much to his considerable consternation.

Morgan seemed at a loss for how to respond.

Please, Lord, let silence reign. He cast his pleading gaze heavenward. Please!

Nothing else was said until they reached the homestead, much to his tremendous relief. It was short-lived. 

His brother leapt off the porch of the main house and marched across the yard to meet them, his lips tight, hat pulled low over his eyes.

Out of a scalding hot frying pan, straight into a blazing fire. Wonderful. No firefighter in the world can help me now.

“Are you out of your mind?” Trevor barked as Travis climbed out of the truck. He pointed to Ashley. “You shouldn’t have taken her out there. Not in her condition.”

“If you have a problem, discuss it with her. It was her decision, not mine.” He slammed the door, biting back a wince at the way the action pulled on chest muscles and ribs, and faced his brother, arms crossed carefully over his chest. “You know how she is. What’d you expect me to do? Remove her bodily from the truck, carry her to the house, and lock her inside?”

“Trevor, it’s not his fault.” Ashley rounded the front of the truck, Morgan right behind her.

 

~~~

 

What’s going on? Morgan’s gaze bounced from one to another of the three of them. Why would the newcomer be upset about Travis allowing his wife to ride along to pick up the firefighters?

Beyond the trio, a couple of ranch hands talked to the men on her team and helped move equipment into what she assumed was the bunkhouse. She should help but found herself riveted to the drama unfolding before her.

“I chose to go with him. He tried to talk me out of it.” The pretty blond put a hand on the angry man’s arm.

He glanced down at her. Some of the fire went out of him, and a faint smile touched his mouth. “I was worried. What if you’d gone into labor?”

“I’m sure the smokejumpers have medical training.” She flashed Morgan a cheeky grin.

“We do, but delivering babies isn’t exactly within our purview.” Morgan smiled, not wanting them to see her confusion.

“Trevor, this is Morgan Duncan and her team.” Ashley waved toward the other jumpers. “Morgan, my husband, Trevor Walker.”

Her husband? So, Ashley wasn’t married to Travis? Pure joy and absolute relief flitted through Morgan’s innards. Should she be so happy to learn Travis wasn’t married? Probably not, but she couldn’t quell the reaction. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Trevor.” He has no idea how much so, and I’m not about to admit it out loud. I might have to explain.

“A woman smokejumper? That’s different.” Trevor’s easy smile produced a dimple in his left cheek. It matched the one she remembered in Travis’ right cheek.

She studied his features. Except for the fact Trevor’s hair was longer, she’d have bet he looked just like his brother. At least, beneath Travis’ bruises.

“She landed on Travis last week.” Ashley snickered. “That’s where he got those bruises and all.”

“Oh, really?” Trevor shot his brother a wide-eyed, amused glance then laughed.

What’s with these people? Are they all unhinged? What’s so funny?

“Well, I suppose that explains why you didn’t want to tell us what happened.”

“Shut up, Trevor.” Color rose into Travis’ face to merge with the bruises.

That’s certainly intriguing. He appeared more embarrassed than annoyed, but that made no sense at all. He didn’t have any reason to feel that way.

“Well, Morgan, let’s get you settled. I’m sure you’d love a shower and some sleep,” Ashley said.

“Absolutely. That’d be great.” Even if she wasn’t positively filthy and completely exhausted, she needed time away from the Walker family to regain a sane perspective.

“Come on up to the house. You can use the guestroom.”

“I should stay with my team.”

“Nonsense.” Ashley looped an arm through Morgan’s and nudged her toward the main house. “That bunkhouse is barely fit for men, and we won’t even discuss the smell. No way I’d let a female guest stay out there.”

“Let me grab my gear bag.” Breaking away from the other woman, she grabbed the bag out of the back of the truck then followed Ashley to the house.

 

~~~

 

Travis watched the two women walk away, at a loss. The desire to follow, to talk to Morgan, almost sent his feet toward the house. Reason said he should go to the stable to check the horses or find some other chore to do. His feet remained planted, his gaze locked on a strawberry-blond head.

Trevor chuckled. “You’re in so much trouble.”

“Shut up,” he growled.

Ashley and Morgan disappeared into the house.

Undeterred, Trevor asked, “You know what this means, right?”

“What?” Did he even want to know? The smug look on his brother’s face suggested no.

“Dad was right.”

No, I didn’t want to know that. Besides, such a claim was premature. “Hardly. As soon as the fire’s out, she’ll leave, and I’ll never see her again.” Even as the words left his mouth, his heart sank.

His brother studied him for a few moments. Travis felt eyes burning into the side of his head, but he refused to look at Trevor.

“Knees or toes?”

“What?”

Trevor met his confused frown with an amused, knowing grin that contained an undertone of sympathy. “When you said that about never seeing her again, did your heart drop to your knees, or all the way to your toes?”

Travis tossed him a disgruntled scowl and said nothing.

“Trust me. I understand.” Trevor clapped him on the shoulder then followed the women to the house.

Travis longed to follow and hated to admit his brother and father were right, but he figured there was no harm in at least being honest with himself.

His heart currently sat in the end of his boots.

Lord, if they’re right, if she’s really the one, You’ll have to work it out so she sticks around awhile. It’s in Your hands.

Confident he’d be proven right about it all being nothing more than a painful and somewhat amusing coincidence, he ordered his feet to make a path toward the stable, intent on checking horses.


		Chapter 3

The alarm went off far too soon. Morgan reached out to slap it silent then rolled onto her back and pulled the other hand out from under her pillow and head. The movement sent red-hot pain searing from her wrist into her hand and up her arm. Sucking in a breath, she braced that arm with her other hand, finding it swollen, and waited for the agony to wane.

I must’ve hurt it a lot worse than I’d realized.

She climbed out of bed and padded on socked feet in her pajamas from the room, cradling the injured arm close, in search of Biff. He’d know what to do. Maybe she only needed a day or two with an ice pack to be good as new. Hopefully. She didn’t want to consider other possibilities.

“Good morning, Morgan,” Ashley called from a lounging position on one of the two couches in the living room.

“Morning? Did I sleep all day and all night?” She hadn’t actually slept that long, had she?

“No.” A big grin curved Ashley’s mouth. “I figured when you work at night and sleep during the day, morning for you is in the evening.”

“Oh.” She chuckled. “Have you seen Biff, by any chance?”

“I sure haven’t, but I’m under orders to stay on the couch, so I haven’t been outside.” An odd blend of amusement and annoyed resignation flashed across her face, which Morgan found more than a bit interesting.

The screen door opened, and Travis stepped inside. A faint, uncertain smile touching his lips, he didn’t quite meet her gaze. “Good evening, Morgan. Did you sleep okay?”

Her heart did a funny little flip she tried to ignore. “Very well. Thanks.”

“Glad to hear it.”

An awkward silence fell for a few moments.

“Um, have you seen Biff?”

“Yeah, he’s on the porch.” He pointed over his shoulder with a tightening of his lips. His gaze dropped to her arm, and he frowned. “Are you hurt?”

“Nothing major, but thanks.” Lord, I really hope I’m right. Help me out with that, please? Sidling past him, making sure not to get too close, she pushed the screen door open.

Biff sat in a rocking chair on the porch talking to Trevor and two of their teammates. As all eyes turned to her, conversation and laughter fell abruptly silent. Her friends shared smirks and failed to hide snickers.

What’s so funny? They’d seen her day-glow-yellow pajamas before, so that couldn’t be it.

“Good evening, Miss Emergency Beacon. How’d you sleep?” Biff asked, all innocence.

Morgan didn’t buy it for a second. What were they up to? She considered asking right then and there, but Trevor’s presence made her dismiss the idea. I’ll corner Biff later. “Fine, but I may have a problem.”

Her tone and the way she cradled her arm finally seemed to register. Biff frowned and pushed out of his chair. “What’s wrong?”

“My wrist is swollen, and there’s a lot of pain if I move it.”

“Let me take a look.” He poked at the swollen area and manipulated her hand until she was ready to dissolve into a screaming puddle. Then he declared, “I don’t like the look of this.”

The screen door opened and banged shut behind her. Travis appeared at her side.

“Maybe I need to ice it for a day or two.”

“I don’t think so. We better get you checked by a doctor.”

Morgan groaned. “Oh, man, do I have to?”

“Yes.” No hesitation or equivocation.

“Fine.” She sighed. “I’ll get dressed.”

“Do you think you can dress with that hand out of commission?”

She gave him a dark look. “I’m not letting you drag me all over the countryside in my PJ’s.”

“Fine, be stubborn. It’s your pain.”

Morgan hated to admit Biff was right, but she couldn’t bend her wrist or use her thumb. She couldn’t dress one-handed. “What about work? The other team expects us to relieve them in a couple of hours.”

“She’s right,” Travis said. “I’ll take her to the hospital. You guys are needed here.” A stern expression settled over his features as he met his brother’s gaze. Almost as if he expected Trevor to challenge his suggestion.

“Trevor!” came a cry from inside the house.

Trevor bolted past them through the screen door, which slammed in his wake. When he reappeared, he had Ashley in his arms. “We need to go. Now. Ashley’s in labor.”

“Are you sure?” Travis asked. “She’s already had multiple false alarms.”

“I don’t know. I’m not exactly experienced at this.” Trevor frowned hard. “Do you want us to take the chance?”

“Um, no.”

Had he just shuddered, or had Morgan imagined it?

He pointed toward the truck. “Let’s go. We’ll take Ashley and Morgan both in and get them checked out.”

“We need to go now.” Ashley whimpered. Her fingers tightened in the shoulder of Trevor’s shirt, knuckles going white.

“In the truck, Morgan,” Travis ordered without preamble. He wrapped a hand around her upper arm and guided her down the steps.

She balked when she reached the bottom step. “Can I at least put on my shoes?” Walking across the rocky ground in nothing more than socks didn’t strike her as the most pleasant way to end the day.

Travis sighed impatiently then leaned down and scooped her into his arms.

She yelped in surprise and threw her good arm around his neck.

His lips tightened, and he went two shades whiter, but he didn’t change his mind and put her down.

Morgan winced, almost feeling the pain in his ribs herself.

Long strides carried them quickly across the rocky ground to the crew cab truck. He set her down long enough to open the front passenger door then picked her up to place her on the seat. After making sure she was safely inside, he slammed the door. As he rounded the truck, the white lines of pain around his lips were unmistakable.

Trevor mimicked his actions with Ashley on the back seat then slid into the seat behind Morgan, his attention on his wife, who lay with her head on his thigh, grimacing as another contraction hit.

Morgan glared at Travis as he slipped behind the wheel. “You don’t have to be so pushy.”

“We don’t have time to stand around and argue about clothes or shoes. You need to see a doctor nearly as much as Ashley does.” To her surprise, he flashed her a grin. “Besides, I figured if being pushy works for Trevor, maybe it’ll work for me.”

“I can’t speak for Ashley, but that tactic won’t endear you to me.” She faced forward then looked out the passenger window. She wanted to huff and cross her arms over her chest, but thought better of it. Causing myself more pain wouldn’t be the most intelligent way to make a point. Serves him right, though, if he made his ribs worse being pushy.
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Travis drove as fast as safety and the law allowed toward the hospital in Jackson over an hour from home, praying Ashley’s labor didn’t proceed fast enough for the baby to come on the road somewhere. At such times, he wished they had a hospital closer. He didn’t much fancy the idea of Ashley giving birth in the truck. With his luck, he’d end up being the one who had to deliver the baby, as their friend Ben’d had to do with his and Amber’s son a couple of months prior. Delivering a calf or foal was one thing, but a human baby?

Lord, please, help her hold on until we get there.

His brother whispered gently to his wife.

“How’s she doing?” Travis peered briefly over his shoulder.

“So far, so good.” Trevor smiled.

“Um, guys?”

The hesitation in Ashley’s calm voice sent tension straight through him. “What?” He glanced over his shoulder again, panic rising. Oh, God, please, tell me she’s not about to say that baby’s coming.

“I think it stopped.”

“Are you sure?”

“The pain stopped.”

Trevor helped her sit up then leaned forward, his gaze meeting Travis’ in the rearview mirror. “You can slow down a bit. No need to be in such a hurry now.”

Wanna bet? If Ashley went into labor again, he didn’t want to be responsible for the outcome. Travis kept his speed steady until they entered Jackson. The drive through town was interminable.

A few minutes and an eternity later, much to his relief, they rolled into the hospital parking lot. He pulled up to the sidewalk leading to the emergency doors. “The three of you go on inside. I’ll join you as soon as I park the truck.”

Trevor opened the passenger door for Morgan, who had trouble managing the door handle with her left hand, then helped Ashley.

After parking the truck, Travis got out, took a few semi-deep breaths to still the pain tension had caused through his chest, and then followed the others into the hospital. Picking up Morgan was beyond stupid, buddy. Would’ve been smarter to make Trevor wait the minute or two it would’ve taken for her to slip on some shoes.

In the sickly glow of the hospital’s fluorescent lights, Morgan’s pajamas looked even more garish than they had at the ranch.

He tightened his lips to restrain a grin.

“Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.” Ashley pushed a nurse away and pointed to the smokejumper. “The doctor needs to check on Morgan.”

“We have doctors for both of you.” The nurse gave the men a long-suffering look.

“It’s okay, Ash. They’ll take care of Morgan, too,” Trevor assured his annoyed wife.

“If you’re sure….” After giving the nurse a suspicious glance, she turned to Morgan with pure concern. “Morgan’s in pain. I’m not.”

The nurse sighed. “Of course, Mrs. Walker. Dr. Carmack is here to check on you. Your mother-in-law called to let us know you were on your way. She also told us about your injured friend, so Dr. Wilson is here for her.”

Travis understood the nurse’s exasperation. Ashley could be the gentlest soul anyone ever wanted to meet, but when someone else hurt, her compassion and need to help kicked into high gear. When it did, that woman could be mighty stubborn.

“Okay, then.” Ashley relented with a nod.

“All of you, follow me, please.” The nurse led them down a short corridor and waved Ashley and Trevor into one curtained cubicle and Morgan and Travis into another.

Travis could only assume that the nurse thought he and Morgan were a couple. Right now’s probably not the time to correct that assumption. The nurse appeared aggravated enough, thanks to Ashley’s obstinacy, so he followed Morgan into the second cubicle and leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, careful of bruised ribs.

“I hate hospitals,” the smokejumper muttered as she sat on the exam table. “All doctors want to do is poke and prod at you.”

“That’s kinda their job.” Travis half-grinned.

“Yeah, well, I don’t have to like it.”

A gal with a clipboard entered the cubicle, a big smile on her face. “Paperwork time,” she announced as though Morgan had just won a million-dollar lottery.
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Travis’ hovering made Morgan nervous. Why doesn’t he go check on Ashley or buy a cup of coffee or something? Anything but stand there.

He’d remained, watching and listening, through paperwork and her phone call to his ranch to talk to Biff for the insurance information she hadn’t been given a chance to grab, and had forgotten about, anyway, even if she had been allowed to go get it. He’d hovered as the doctor poked, prodded, and declared “concern” about her injury, saying nothing as they’d given her a shot of anti-inflammatory to help with pain and swelling then rolled a portable x-ray machine in to take a picture of her forearm and hand. No input. No comments. No questions. Just silence. Even after they’d been left alone.

Gave her the willies. “Would you stop that?”

“What?” His brow furrowed in confusion.

“Staring at me. You’ve done nothing else since we got here. It’s creepy.” What’s taking that doctor so long with the x-ray results?

“Sorry. I didn’t realize I was….” Travis glanced at the floor, but then his gaze bounced right back to her as though he had no control over it.

“I apologize for taking so long.” Dr. Wilson appeared, a frown marring his features. “I wanted to get a second opinion before I talked to you.”

That can’t be good. “And?”

“The x-ray shows a fracture in the scaphoid bone of your wrist.”

“The what bone?”

“Scaphoid. It’s one of the small bones in the wrist on the thumb side.”

That definitely didn’t sound good. “Okay, so, what? Do I need to wear a splint for a few days or something?”

The doctor frowned deeply. “I’m afraid it’s more serious than that. We’ll have to put you in a cast for a few weeks until the fracture heals. A simple splint won’t do it.”

“I have work to do.”

“I’m afraid not. Even after the cast comes off, your activities will be seriously restricted for four months, possibly longer, until you rebuild strength in that arm.”

“Four months?” She stopped and forced her voice to drop out of the hysterical octave. “Doctor, I’m a smokejumper, and we’re in the middle of fire season.”

“I understand that, but this is how it must be.” His lips tightened, hesitance crossing his face. He shot a look at Travis before taking a deep breath and focusing on her again. “In fact, you may never be able to work as a firefighter again.”

“What?” She dropped to her feet off the table. “What do you mean?”

“Once the scaphoid bone is fractured, it tends to be prone to re-injury until the bone density returns to normal. That can take a couple of years. Next time, you may not be so lucky as to need only a cast. You could end up requiring surgery or have permanent damage to the wrist. Given the physical demands of a job such as yours, I’m afraid I have to recommend a career change.”

“You can’t be serious!” So much for not sounding hysterical. How could he make such a life-shattering declaration so calmly? How could he so casually tell her she had to throw away her dreams and years of hard work?

“I’m sorry. I wish I had better news.” To the doctor’s credit, he seemed genuinely regretful.

That didn’t make her feel much better.

“I’ll be right back to cast that arm.” Without waiting for comment, Dr. Wilson left.

She leaned against the exam table, using her good hand to brace herself. “This can’t be happening.”

“I’m sorry, Morgan,” Travis muttered.

“He’s wrong. He has to be.” She shook her head and straightened. “Alright, so I’ll be in a cast for a few weeks. I know that will cause muscle atrophy, which can be reversed after the cast comes off. I should be good as new in a few months. Sure, I’ll have to sit out the rest of this season, but there’s no reason I can’t be back up to peak condition for next year. He said I may never be able to work as a firefighter again. Not that I definitely couldn’t. I’ll just have to work extra hard, that’s all, to get ready for next season. I’ve seen guys come back from far worse. Kaiser returned last year after falling out of a tree and breaking his back two years before that. And Chip! He came back this season after blowing out one of his knees on a bad landing at the start of last season. A wrist fracture certainly doesn’t compare to those injuries.”

Realizing she was rambling, almost hysterically so, Morgan clamped her lips together.

“What if he’s right about the risk of re-injury?” Travis gently dropped the one question into the room she didn’t want to consider.

She had no answer.

Silence fell.

“So, what did the doctor say?” Ashley rounded the curtain with her tired husband, whose arm protectively circled her waist.

Morgan glanced at Travis then away. “I broke one of the small bones in my wrist. I need a few weeks in a cast.”

“Ouch.” Ashley winced and frowned. “What about your job? How can you work in a cast?”

“I can’t.” Using her good hand for leverage, she hopped up onto the exam bed and sighed. “I’ll have to go on medical leave.” Maybe permanently. She couldn’t bring herself to add those last two words out loud. If she gave voice to them, they might come true.

“I guess you’ll be going home then, huh?” Ashley sounded disappointed and saddened.

A faint smile softened Morgan’s mouth for a moment, despite her circumstances. “I don’t know. I gave up my apartment and put everything into storage before I hit the base in West Yellowstone at the start of the season. I planned to find a new place to live at the end of the season.” Assuming she stayed in the area for the winter, instead of heading to New Mexico as she had for two of the past three winters.

“You don’t have a place to live right now?”

Morgan shook her head. Maybe she could hang out at the base, help with things there as one of the support staff. Granted, most of those jobs required use of both hands, but—

“Well, then, you’ll stay at the ranch.”

“What?” She blinked.

“What!”

Morgan and Travis looked at each other. His expression suggested he wasn’t pleased.

What’s his problem? I won’t be jumping out of any airplanes for a while, so I can’t land on him again.

“Of course. It makes perfect sense.” Ashley shrugged as though there was no question. “We’ve got plenty of room, and Morgan wouldn’t have to worry about meals. Eleanor and I can help her with other things when she needs it.” She glanced at her husband, who grinned.

“I didn’t marry this brilliant woman only for her pretty face.” Trevor hugged Ashley then shot an oddly amused look at his brother before turning his gaze on Morgan. “She’s right. Staying with us is a great plan. Travis and I can probably even get some of your things out of storage for you, so you have clothes and whatever else you need.”

“That’d be asking too much.”

“You didn’t ask. I offered.” He narrowed his eyes at his wife. “Assuming Ashley doesn’t go into labor while I’m gone.”

“I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” Ashley said, her voice strained.

“How can you be sure?” Trevor’s gaze intensified as it fell on her again.

“Because I think this baby’s coming now.” She grasped her abdomen, leaning over.

Liquid pooled around Ashley’s feet.

Morgan came off the bed, but Travis intercepted her.

Trevor peered up and down the corridor.

“Trevor, you better get her back into bed and have Dr. Carmack paged.” Travis directed Morgan back to her seat. “You, stay put. You’re in no condition to help Ashley. Besides, as you already pointed out, delivering babies ain’t within your purview.”

Annoyed but unable to argue, she sat to wait for the doctor while Travis stood guard, resembling a cop ready to tackle a prisoner who might bolt. We really need to talk about his tendency toward being a dictator.


	Chapter 4

Travis waited in silence as the doctor applied layers of soft cotton to Morgan’s forearm.

“Any color preference for the cast?” the doctor asked.

“I don’t care.” She shrugged.

“Can you match those PJ’s?” Travis couldn’t resist asking.

She scowled at him.

Dr. Wilson chuckled, apparently not noticing her reaction. “They are rather eye-popping, aren’t they?” He dug through the drawer of a rolling cabinet, soon emerging with rolls of fiberglass casting material in the same day-glow yellow.

“How did you hurt your wrist?” Travis asked a few minutes later, trying to fill the silence.

“I hit a rock with my Pulaski early this morning. Two different times.” Her tone darkened on the last words.

“Ouch.” He winced. He’d done that before with a pickax when digging a fence post hole. The rock had been just below the topsoil. Rattled every muscle and joint across his shoulders and up his neck. Not pleasant.

“Yeah. I didn’t realize how badly I was hurt.” An annoyed frown puckered her brow. “I thought I only jarred it really good because I was getting so tired and fatigued.”

“Truth is,” the doctor interjected, “most people who break one of the small bones in their wrists don’t realize they’ve done much beyond a sprain until the pain gets worse or the swelling kicks in.” He finished wrapping the cast. He straightened after a few more moments, returning rolls of fiberglass to the drawer where he’d gotten them. “Now, we need to let that dry.”

Dr. Wilson quietly left the room.

Travis and Morgan stared at each other for a few seconds. What thoughts are going through her mind? Does she recognize and understand the cards God has dealt us? Probably not. She didn’t know about the challenge others said he’d thrown in God’s face, so she couldn’t possibly grasp God’s apparent—maybe—response. At least, not yet.

“You’re doing it again,” she muttered, her gaze bouncing away.

“What?”

“Staring at me.”

“Oh.” Perhaps he should spill the whole story, particularly since she intended to stay. If he didn’t tell her, someone else would. No one in Mystery could keep a secret, even if their lives depended on it. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms in front of him. How would she react? Trepidation tightened his chest, or maybe it was wounded and freshly-annoyed ribs expressing displeasure at sudden pressure.

“Would you please stop that?”

“Sorry, it’s just….” He looked at the tiled floor, his gaze skittering along the pattern the mottled white tiles seemed to make. Gathering his courage, Travis raised his gaze to her again. “There’s something you should know, since you’re apparently staying with us awhile.”

“Why do I have a feeling this is something bad?”

“It’s not.” He quirked one corner of his mouth. “Well, not exactly. I guess it depends on you.”

“Me? Why?”

“How skittish are you?”

“I’m a smokejumper, and a female one at that. What do you think?” Morgan’s gaze hardened, and her chin thrust out.

She sure is cute when being mutinous. Travis resisted the urge to grin. “Alright then. Why don’t we test that? There’s a lot more going on here than you know.”

“What? Is your ranch a front for drug smuggling or cattle rustling?”

Her smirk was pure tease, sending a delicious shiver up his spine that sent a shudder of fear through him. Ambiguity and contradiction. Not making things easier.

“No, nothing like that. Rest assured, we’re not involved in criminal activity.” Travis pushed away from the wall, moved closer, and stopped, feet braced apart, arms still crossed over his chest. Blurt it out. Get it over with.

Courage failed.

Dropping his hands to his sides and his gaze to the floor again, he frowned. Try another tack. “Has Ashley told you how she and Trevor met?”

“Uh… no….” Morgan frowned in confusion.

“Okay. Why don’t I start there?”

“Okay….”

“Ashley showed up at the ranch a year ago after her car broke down. In April, to be exact. She was a photo-journalist from Arizona, coming here to do a photo exposé on the modern-day cowboy.”

“Now, I know for a fact there are cowboys in Arizona. Why’d she come all the way here?”

He widened his eyes, surprised at the astute observation, then chuckled. “Trevor asked virtually the same question.”

“And?”

“She gave him some odd answer about having an adventure.” Travis shrugged.

“I guess it’s a good thing she broke down near her destination then, huh? She might have gotten more adventure than she planned on.”

“Actually, she was headed farther up north. Trevor said God had her break down at our place. The ranch she was headed to—” He stopped then shook his head. No need to get into all that. “Doesn’t matter now, and it’s not really important to the rest of the story.” Mostly. “Suffice it to say, she decided to stay at our place to do the exposé. Did you happen to notice the pasture fenced with welded metal poles?”

“Yeah, sure.” Morgan nodded. “The one between the driveway and the big barn.”

“We used to have a particularly nasty bull in there. He hated people. Ashley climbed the fence on the far side after crossing the stretch between there and the main road. She didn’t notice him, though I suspect he was hiding. He did that sort of thing.”

“A bull like that’s downright dangerous.” Her tone disapproving, she frowned.

“Tell me about it. I couldn’t stand that animal.” Travis nodded, glad she agreed. “Anyway, he went after her. Thankfully, Trevor and the hands saw her coming and were able to warn her before Samson got close enough to hurt her. She beat him to the fence and climbed over, but she fell from the top. Trevor said her foot appeared to slip. It was raining, and she was in tennis shoes, so it’s entirely possible.”

“Please, tell me she didn’t fall in with that bull.”

“No, she fell on the good side of the fence. Trevor got there just in time to catch her.”

“Okay.” Morgan frowned again.

Travis could almost see the wheels turning as she tried to figure out where he was going with all of this. “He said he knew the moment they met that she was the one God had sent for him to marry. They married four weeks after they met.”

“Four weeks?”

“Yep,” he confirmed, though he doubted her horrified and rather shocked repeat of those two words indicated she thought four weeks was too long. “He knew right away, but it took him a bit of time to convince her.”

“I can imagine.” Her expression turned wary. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Four years ago, Trevor and I got into a discussion with our friend Ben. Dad threw in his two-cents worth, too. We were talking about marriage and how we wanted nothing to do with it.”

If possible, she looked even more confused than before.

“Dad asked what we’d do if God had plans for us to marry.” He shifted his gaze toward the corridor then back. Could he possibly back out? Maybe I’m not the best one to tell her all of this. I’m not doing it very well. “Trevor said God would have to bring her to the ranch and drop her right into his arms to convince him.”

“Which He did,” she muttered. Confusion cleared, and her gaze turned thoughtful. “What did you say?”

Travis swallowed and tried to moisten a mouth that suddenly felt as dry as old straw. Taking a deep breath, he plunged into the truth. “I said God would have to drop her on my head.” When her eyes widened, he rushed to add, “I never expected God to take comments like those seriously, but He seems to have done exactly that.”

Morgan’s jaw dropped as the implication of his words appeared to sink in.

Travis waited for her to say something. Anything.

She took a deep breath, raised her chin, and looked him in the eye. “Exactly who knows about all of this?”

“Um… well… pretty much everybody.”

“Everybody as in…?”

“Everyone in town.” He’d never figured out how they’d learned about it. Trevor and Ben certainly hadn’t told anyone. He’d asked to be sure. Dad wouldn’t have told anyone. Except Mom, of course. So, how people had found out about it, he had no idea. He’d love to find the culprit though.

“So, if it’s common knowledge, how can you know whether a woman was sent by God, versus someone in town setting you up, or some desperate woman making such a thing come true, or a weird coincidence?”

“Because everybody knows what we said, but they don’t know everything.”

“Meaning?”

“Trevor held back information about the woman God would send him.” He met her gaze squarely then flinched and looked away. This shouldn’t be so scary. “So have I.”

“What kind of info?”

Might as well keep plowing forward. You’ve come this far. “God works on hearts, Trevor tells people. Over time, he and I have let go of those anti-marriage sentiments.” Sort of. “He started asking God to send him a woman with a kind, loving heart who would care about the hurts of others.”

“That certainly seems to fit Ashley.” She nodded slowly then narrowed her eyes. “What’ve you held back?”

“Um… I’m not sure I should say.” His neck heated, and there was nothing he could do about it. Although, if he truly wanted to know if she was the one, he’d have to tell her. It was either that or undress her without her knowing about it. His stomach twisted around his spine at the same time liquid fire replaced his blood.

“You think God sent me.”

Travis shrugged. He wasn’t sure what to think, except he wasn’t ready for the answer to that conundrum. Involuntarily, his gaze dropped to her well-covered midriff. One glance. That’s all it’d take, and I’d know.

Heat crawled higher up his neck, and he forced his gaze away. “It’s possible. I’m not saying whether He did or not… but it’s possible. Everybody else is already speculating, so I thought you should know. I doubt they’ll keep their mouths shut. People ain’t big on that around here.” He gave her a weak half-grin.

“Oh, great.” Morgan sighed, her brow furrowing, then she glared at him. “You’ve gotten me into quite a fix, if all of this is true.”

“Me?” Then her full meaning hit, and Travis scowled. “Wait a minute! What do you mean if it’s true? I’m no liar, lady, and I had nothing to do with getting you into anything. You landed on me, remember? If anything, you’ve gotten me into quite a fix.” He mimicked her words, wanting to annoy her. She had no right to accuse him of lying or causing her a problem. None of it had been his fault.
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Morgan bit her tongue to keep from hurling an accusation back. Of course it was his fault, and he’d better take responsibility. Yeah, so she’d landed on him, which hadn’t been her fault but thanks to malfunctioning equipment. However, if he hadn’t opened his big mouth four years before and issued a challenge God was unlikely to ignore, they wouldn’t be in the fix to begin with.

She had the option of returning to Base Camp in West Yellowstone. Okay, so I’m not fit to be alone. At least, not until I learn to shower, dress, cook, and go to the bathroom one-handed, but that shouldn’t take too long. I need help until then. That’s not something I can ask the guys to do, even Biff. He might be my best friend, but there are limits.

As if that wasn’t enough, there was the little matter of not having a place to live and all of her worldly possessions having been put into storage. Her grandfather had plenty of room and would welcome her at his ranch, but then there’d be the same problem as leaning on her fellow firefighters—they’d both be embarrassed by the things he’d have to help her do since there were no other women around. At least, none she could rely on for such things. Nope. Not an option.

Morgan stifled a groan. Why had she given up the apartment at the beginning of the season? She couldn’t find a new apartment and move with her arm immobilized. If she moved off-season, some of the guys would be around to help. Biff, most definitely. But, during the season with fires burning across the countryside? Doubtful. She’d be lucky if Base Camp wasn’t a complete ghost town until the season ended.

She could go to New Mexico, where she spent part of some winters. The skydiving school there could always use her skills as an instructor. Then again, she wouldn’t be able to do much on that score either until the cast came off.

Stupid broken wrist. She glared at Travis. “So, did you pray for me to break my arm, too?”

“Of course not.” He snorted. Not a second later, doubt flashed across his face, and he frowned. “At least, I don’t think so.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well… uh… Trevor hassled me about you landing on my head.”

“And?” Total non-answer. What did his brother have to do with anything?

“I prayed that, if you were the one, if God had truly sent you, He’d arrange for you to stay beyond the need dictated by the fire.”

Morgan set her good hand on her hip. “We really need to discuss things before you pray.”

Travis’ brows shot up. Irritation faded, and he laughed, that dimple in his right cheek appearing.

She steeled herself against its effect. Well… tried to. Anger dissolved, and she tightened her lips against a smile. It was kind of funny. “I’ve always heard that God has a bizarre sense of humor.”

“Yeah. Dad used to warn us about it. I guess we should’ve listened.” His olive-green eyes flashed with amusement.

“So?”

“So?” Twin lines appeared between his brows.

“Since you seem convinced I’m the one, what’s this other sign you’re supposed to look for?” I can’t believe I’m even pursuing this. The man’s clearly delusional. Maybe she’d hit him harder than they’d realized. Perhaps he was suffering mental issues due to a serious concussion. No harm in humoring him for the moment, though. At least he’s pleasant to look at while we argue and keep boredom at bay.

To her surprise, Travis flushed bright red, and his gaze skittered away. “Um… I probably should keep that to myself… until we know each other better.”

“What if we spend a whole bunch of time getting to know each other and then find it was wasted effort because this other sign doesn’t match me in any way?”

“Good point.” Travis frowned, then expelled a resigned sigh, his gaze not quite meeting hers even as he squared his shoulders, his face still red. “Alright, fine, but don’t yell at me if this embarrasses you.”

“Warning acknowledged. Now, out with it.”

He shifted on his feet, his gaze shooting to the corridor as though he might bolt instead of confess. That and the beet-red face brought to mind a little boy in a whole heap of trouble.

Morgan bit back a laugh at the image. “Why don’t we start with an easy question?”

He sent her a sideways, questioning glance.

“How did God give you this other sign?”

“In a recurring dream,” he muttered. His gaze flicked toward the corridor again, but Travis shoved his hands in his pockets and stood his ground. “It’s all Ben’s fault. Talking about the dreams he had,” he mumbled as though talking to himself, instead of to her.

That was encouraging, if his dreams were anything like those of the men she worked with. Biff and the other guys weren’t all that squeamish about sharing their dreams, even in front of her. They were seldom about work and mostly about women, and the guys could be ruthless in ribbing each other about all of it. The off-color jokes that flew around the mess hall at times… not exactly conversation for mixed company, but that didn’t stop them.

Whatever Travis’ dream might entail, it should be easy to discount. Then life can settle into some semblance of normal. As normal as it can be until I go back to my real life, anyway. “Was this woman fully dressed in the dream?”

His eyes widened. If he got any redder, Morgan was almost certain he’d have a stroke.

“Um… not exactly.” He looked at the corridor again, this time with blatant longing on his face.

“Not exactly? What does that mean? Was she dressed or not?”

“Sort of. In a two-piece swimsuit or workout gear. Like a sports top, with bottoms more like shorts than a swimsuit. The same color of green as her eyes, with some sort of yellow design on the front and a yellow belt around her waist.” He paused and locked gazes with her.

Morgan took a deep breath and forced herself to remain calm. Her heart kicked hard. Travis had just described—perfectly—the outfit she wore during the swimming portion of some of her workouts. Maybe Biff or one of the other guys had told him? That makes sense. One of her teammates had mentioned it for some reason. Probably to feed the madness for their amusement.

Wait. Her eyes? “You saw her face?”

He shook his head. “Only her eyes.” He stared into hers far too intently. “Green as the grass at home,” he murmured then blinked and looked away.

Swallowing the knot of anxiety that had settled low in her throat, she asked, “Is that all?”

“No.” The redness in his neck and cheeks reached his hairline. If he kept that up, she’d be yelling for a doctor for him. “When her top rides up about an inch… she has a heart-shaped birthmark under her left… um… on her left side.” His gaze fell away.

Top rides up and… oh! She resisted the urge to put a hand to her left side. Just below her left breast, to be exact. How could he have known? Even the guys she worked, exercised, and played with didn’t know about the birthmark.

No concussion could explain that. Neither could snitching teammates.

Morgan’s blood drained to her toes, leaving her dizzy. What if Travis was right? What if God really had sent her? Was she supposed to marry a man she hardly knew? Surely God didn’t work that way.

“Now, let’s see if that cast is dry.” Dr. Wilson returned, offering a blessed distraction. He glanced at her face then did a double-take and frowned. “Are you alright? You appear ready to pass out.”
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