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      Pilot Megan Hoffman entered the Lifeline debriefing room sweeping her gaze over the staff already seated at the table. Reese Jarvis was the off-going pilot and Ivan Ames, one of their paramedics was seated beside Dr. Matthew Abbott, one of the emergency medicine residents. Flight nurse Kate Webber was also there, but there was a doctor missing from what she could tell.

      Megan tried not to gag at the strong scent of coffee. She took a tentative sip of her chamomile tea she’d brought in from home as she took a seat beside Reese, praying her stomach wouldn’t rebel.

      “Clear day, no threat of snow.” Reese Jarvis waved at the radar screen. “Just two weeks before Christmas and we still don’t have any snow. So much for having a white Christmas.”

      Megan forced a smile. “Yeah, interesting that our first blizzard was the end of October. We’ve had a weird weather pattern that’s for sure. But I’m glad we have good flying conditions for the day.”

      Reese tipped his head to the side and frowned. “Are you feeling okay?”

      Panic tightened her throat. “Yes, why?”

      Reese shrugged. “I don’t know, you look pale and tired. Maybe you need more sleep.”

      “I’m fine.” She tried to hide the churning in her stomach. Please don’t throw up. Please?

      “Good morning.” Dr. Drake Thorton entered the debriefing room wearing his navy-blue one-piece flight suit that matched the ones they all wore, along with his usual serious, somber expression. He was handsome in a dark brooding way, if you were into that kind of thing. Thankfully, she wasn’t. Of all the residents working this three-month rotation, Megan wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Drake Thorton smile. He had issues, but didn’t everyone? Frankly, she had enough problems of her own than to worry about his. “Who looks pale and tired?”

      “No one.” The last thing Megan wanted was for more attention to be focused in her direction. She glanced at Ivan, the paramedic coming off duty. “How’s your daughter?”

      “Great. Bethany is behaving much better now that we have Eddie the Elf watching her from the shelf.” Ivan grinned. “Thank goodness for Christmas traditions.”

      Drake stiffened for a moment, then turned toward Matthew the physician who’d been on the night shift working with Ivan. “Anything major happen last night?”

      “Nah.” Matt yawned widely and shrugged. “Overall quiet. Just a couple of transfers and the usual trauma calls. No significant events en route.”

      “Good.” Drake gave curt nod. “Let’s hope that trend continues for the rest of the day.”

      “Agree.” Megan swallowed hard, willing her stomach to settle down. She had a couple of cheese slices and saltine crackers in her bag but didn’t want to eat them in front of the crew.

      “Any pending transfers?” Kate asked.

      “Nothing.” Ivan shrugged. “Could be the calm before the storm, though. The word from the CDC is that this year’s flu is going to be a bad one.”

      Megan took another sip of her tea. Before she’d come to work at Lifeline as a chopper pilot she hadn’t believed the flu could actually kill people. But now she’d seen the impact first-hand, mostly the very young or the elderly, but even recently a twenty-four-year-old woman who hovered at deaths door for days, before the medical team was able to pull her through.

      The flu wasn’t to be taken lightly, that’s for sure.

      A few minutes later, Ivan and Matt headed home. Kate disappeared into the staff lounge but Dr. Drake Thorton didn’t move.

      There was a long moment of silence. When she couldn’t stand it, she asked, “Something wrong Dr. Thorton?”

      “Huh?” He jerked his head up to meet her gaze, as if he’d been deeply lost in his thoughts. “Nothing’s wrong. Other than you should call me Drake the way everyone else does.”

      “I’ll try to remember.” She’d been careful not to be too friendly with the residents, mostly because they rotated in and out of Lifeline every three to four months. What was the point of getting chummy when she wasn’t going to see them again?

      Besides, she didn’t have the time or energy to foster new relationships. Her stomach rolled again and she swallowed hard. “Excuse me.” She rose from her seat and took her backpack into the small pilot’s room adjacent to the lounge. Dropping down onto the cot, she opened the baggie of cheese and crackers and took a few small bites to help settle her queasy stomach.

      She stared blindly at the wall for a moment, waiting for the cheese and crackers to do their magic. Unfortunately, her current condition wasn’t the result of the flu. She closed her eyes and hung her head, struggling to remain calm.

      Air Force Captain Calvin George had broken off their engagement, dumping her for another woman. Yet here she was in Milwaukee, flying the Lifeline chopper and pregnant with his child while he was serving their country overseas in Afghanistan with the new woman in his life, First Lieutenant Emily Forbes.

      She’d sent him an email telling him about the baby, but hadn’t heard back. No doubt, he was either unable to get to a computer or he was planning to ignore the whole thing.

      Fine. Whatever. She was a big girl and should have known better. They’d been engaged for just a few months, when Cal had returned home on a leave. It was only after they’d spent the week together, that he’d told her that he’d found someone else. The jerk didn’t even have the guts to tell her up front. The knowledge that she’d spent an intimate week with him still burned.

      Which is how she ended up like this. Pregnant. Single. Alone.

      Responsibility weighed heavily on her shoulders. She absolutely needed to provide for her baby, but how long would she be allowed to fly? Certainly not past six or seven months along, that was for sure.

      Did they make pregnancy flight suits? Doubtful.

      Panic threatened to overwhelm her, but she shoved it aside, refusing to give in to the feeling of hopelessness. So what if she was in the journey of motherhood alone? She had some money saved from her own time in the Air Force. It would be tight, depending on how long she’d be allowed to work in her current condition, but she and the baby would survive.

      And thrive, she silently promised. No one would love this child more than she would.

      Certainly not Captain Calvin George.

      The main problem at the moment was that she still hadn’t been in to see her OB. The appointment wasn’t until after Christmas, and she’d been hoping to wait until talking to her doctor about what her recommendation might be related to her ability to fly, before telling Jared O’Connor, the medical director of Lifeline about her condition.

      As lousy as she was feeling, she feared her secret wouldn’t be kept for long. Even Reese had picked up on how she looked pale and tired.

      Apparently, that’s what happened when you spent more time throwing up than eating. And when steep exhaustion was your constant companion.

      The cheese and crackers helped settle her stomach, which was a good thing, because her pager went off. Glancing at the screen, she noticed there was a call for an ICU to ICU transfer from a Racine hospital just twenty minutes away by air.

      She brushed cracker crumbs from her flight suit and hurried out to where the chopper was located within the hangar. They kept it indoors during the winter months to minimize the threat of ice forming on the blades. Crouching down, she pulled the trolley holding the chopper in place, until the bird was sitting out on the open landing pad.

      Despite the sense of urgency radiated from Dr. Thorton and Kate, Megan took the time to go through the entire pre-flight checklist. Reese was a great pilot, one of her favorites here at Lifeline, but it had been drilled in her to always go through again on your own. Better than depending on others when your safety and that of the entire crew was on the line.

      Guilt stabbed deep. This was something she probably should have done before eating cheese and crackers.

      She pulled on her helmet. “We’re ready to go,” she said, glancing at Dr. Thorton and Kate.

      “Sounds good.” Drake opened the chopper door for Kate, while she jumped into the pilot’s seat. After settling in behind the stick, she connected with the paramedic base. “Base, this is Lifeline. Appears the FAA has cleared our route. We are ready to take off, over.”

      “Ten-four Lifeline.”

      Megan revved the chopper’s engine and did another quick check of her instrument panel before lifting the bird off the landing pad. She banked to the left, heading toward the Racine hospital where a critical care doctor was patiently waiting for them to arrive.

      The motion of the chopper caused her stomach to dip and roll. She swallowed hard and did her best to ignore the urge to throw-up.

      No way was she going to let down the Lifeline crew. Or the patient depending on them to transport them to Trinity Medical Center.

      Her stomach would just have to get over it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Drake couldn’t help being drawn to Megan’s sweet husky voice through the intercom in his helmet. He’d been intrigued by the melodic tone the first time he’d flown with her and was irritated that he’d noticed.

      His wife, Serena and their unborn baby boy Lance, were dead. Gone forever. Barely a year ago, a couple of days before Christmas. He wasn’t interested in Megan, or anyone for that matter.

      He preferred being alone.

      So this weird awareness of the pretty blond pilot with the clear gray eyes needed to stop right now.

      “Are you going to ask for an update on our patient’s condition?” Kate’s question pulled him from his thoughts.

      “Yes.” He cued the mic and asked the paramedic base to put him in touch with the provider at Racine. It took a moment for the doctor to come on the line. “This is Drake Thorton from Lifeline, I’m interested to hear how Betsy Jones, our thirty-nine-year-old septic patient is doing.”

      “Hanging in there, but the flu has done a number on her kidneys. She has Addison’s Disease and was severely dehydrated when she arrived and is now in full blown kidney failure. We’ve been giving fluids necessary for combating her sepsis, but her urinary output isn’t good. She may need continuous venous-venous filtration.”

      He knew that CVVH was used in cases where a patient wasn’t stable enough to tolerate regular dialysis. It was a treatment that was only performed in an ICU setting because of the need to monitor the patient very closely. “Okay, thanks. If anything changes please let me know.” Drake disconnected from the call.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine.” Kate was the most cheerful woman he’d ever known and he privately found her exhausting. Not that he begrudged her upbeat nature, but as he approached the anniversary of his wife and son’s death, he could hardly stand her never-ending holiday spirit.

      Yeah, just call him the Grinch. That’s exactly how he felt about Christmas. It was one of the reasons he’d offered to work twelve-hour shifts on both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. Anything to help keep him busy.

      Hopefully Kate would be spending time with her husband, rather than working. As far as he was concerned, all the happily married and recently engaged staff could be off the holiday. He’d rather not hear about wedding plans, upcoming pregnancy news, etc.

      He’d had all that once.

      But not anymore.

      He stared out the window, watching the skies for the possibility of bird strikes. He’d been taught it was one a potential threat to bringing down a chopper. Although he didn’t think Lifeline had ever experienced such a phenomenon. Or if they had, he hadn’t heard about it.

      “ETA ten minutes.” Megan’s sweet voice filtered into his thoughts.

      “Roger that.” He glanced at Kate who was watching him thoughtfully. He’d heard through the rumor mill that she’d charmed her husband by being relentlessly cheerful and upbeat, and hoped she didn’t think he needed the same sort of treatment.

      “Cheer up, Drake. Where there is life, there is hope.”

      He wanted to groan, but lifted a brow instead. “Thanks for the advice, although I don’t know why you think I need to cheer up. I’m fine.”

      Kate’s smile held a note of sadness. “You can’t fool a pro like me.”

      He decided to let it go. “Megan, do you have an update on the timeframe of our arrival?”

      “ETA less than five minutes.” Even as Megan spoke, the chopper banked to the right, no doubt heading for the hospital’s rooftop landing pad. Most hospitals had them placed on the roof, although he’d been to several smaller hospitals who had them on the ground level.

      He was anxious to get to work. Anything to avoid additional conversation with Kate Weber.

      They landed with a barely felt thud. He pushed open the door and jumped down. He moved around back to pull out the gurney. Kate quickly joined him, and together they headed inside. Away from the chopper they stripped off their helmets and stashed them beneath the gurney.

      Kate knew the way to the ICU, which was good as he’d only been here once before and couldn’t remember.

      “The Lifeline crew is here,” someone called out as they entered the critical care unit. It was easy to tell which patient they were looking for—the bedside straight ahead was surrounded by several hospital staff.

      “Dr. Thorton?” A tall man with salt and pepper hair stepped toward him. “I’m Rich Gillis, we spoke earlier on the phone.”

      “Hi.” Drake shook the guy’s hand. “Any change in Betsy’s condition?”

      Rich grimaced. “We just stared her on a vasopressor to keep her mean arterial blood pressure above sixty. But it’s at a low dose, hopefully it won’t be a problem during transport.”

      Drake nodded, although the news was a bit concerning. Once they accepted the transfer, the patient was their responsibility. But he also knew if they didn’t get her to Trinity Medical Center, she might die. “How are her labs?”

      Kate worked on getting their equipment connected as he familiarized himself with the latest lab values and vital signs. When he was satisfied they had what they needed, he helped with the equipment.

      “Ready?” He glanced at Kate, who nodded.

      They wheeled the patient out of the ICU and onto the elevator that would take them up to the helipad where Megan had the chopper waiting.

      He donned his helmet before pushing the gurney out into the cold December air. In these conditions the helmet provided warmth as well as protection. At six feet two inches tall, he always wanted to crouch down to make sure he wasn’t hit by the whirling chopper blades.

      He and Kate lifted Becky and the gurney into the back hatch. He held the gurney firm, as Kate jumped inside to pull her the rest of the way inside. By the time he joined Kate, she was already documenting the first set of vital signs.

      Becky’s blood pressure started to dip. Kate had placed the headphones on Becky’s head, even though their young patient was intubated and on a ventilator with a low dose sedative running.

      “Becky, squeeze my hand if you can hear me,” Kate said.

      Their patient didn’t respond.

      “That’s okay, I know you can still hear me. We’re on our way to Trinity Medical Center, where the experts are going to take good care of you.” Kate glanced at him, then switched the microphone so their patient couldn’t overhear. “I don’t like the way her blood pressure is dropping.”

      “Me, either. Go up on the epinephrine.”

      Kate did as instructed but instead of going up, their patient’s blood pressure dropped lower.

      Something was wrong. He tried not to panic. “I need to look at her central line.” Drake knew that if her central line had become dislodged, the medication wouldn’t be in her blood vessels where it belonged. The idea of placing a new central line while in the air was intimidating, but he’d done it once before.

      If needed, he could do it again.

      Peering at the insertion site, he could see the catheter was out further than it had been and the area around it damp from where the epinephrine was leaking. “Get me a new central line.”

      Kate opened the equipment as he prepared the opposite side of Becky’s chest with antimicrobial solution and donned sterile gloves. His heart was hammering so loudly he feared Kate and Megan could hear it.

      “Dr. Thorton would you like me to divert to a closer hospital?” Megan asked.

      “No, but that might change if this doesn’t work.” He found Megan’s voice soothing although he was irked by her continued use of his formal title. Pushing that aside, he concentrated on inserting the needle into Becky’s subclavian vein.

      He wasn’t sure how, maybe God was helping from above, but he hit the vein and easily threaded the catheter. When he had it in place, he held it steady so Kate could connect the IV tubing connected to the epinephrine drip. In seconds, Becky’s blood pressure responded to the medication in her blood stream.

      Blowing out a silent sigh of relief, he secured the line and covered it with an occlusive dressing. “We’re good, Megan. We should make it to Trinity without a problem.”

      “I’m glad,” Megan responded.

      The rest of the trip was uneventful. They arrived at Trinity Medical center and handed Becky’s care off to the medical intensive care team. Back in the chopper, he listened as Megan spoke to the base about their plan to return to Lifeline.

      “Nice work, Doc.” Kate grinned. “You were steady as a rock.”

      “Thanks.” He hadn’t felt steady as a rock, but was glad the line had been placed in the correct spot without an issue. When they landed at Lifeline, Kate jumped out first, and he climbed down after her, moving more slowly.

      “Excuse me.” Megan practically ran past him in her haste to get inside the hangar, ripping off her helmet as she went. He frowned and quickened his pace to catch up. When he went inside the debriefing room, he heard her throwing up in the bathroom.

      “Megan?” He rapped lightly on the door. “Are you okay?”

      “Go away.” Her voice was muffled.

      Did she have the flu? The Lifeline crew hadn’t been impacted by the virus so far, and had all received their required flu vaccine but he knew several of the ED staff had been sick over the past few weeks.

      He stayed where he was, waiting for her to emerge. When she came out of the bathroom, she actually looked better, her eyes bright and her cheeks rosy, as if throwing up had helped.

      For a moment he was puzzled, then it hit him. Serena had been the exact same way. “You’re pregnant.”

      She sucked in a harsh breath, staring at him in horror. Then she brushed past him and disappeared into the pilot’s room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      You’re pregnant.

      The accusatory words echoed over and over in Megan’s mind as she sought the sanctuary of the pilot’s room. It was the only place in the entire hangar that provided the Lifeline pilots a bit of privacy.

      Until now. Drake slapped his hand on the door, preventing her from closing it behind her. She turned to face him, lifting her chin. “Leave me alone, Drake.”

      For a moment his gaze flickered and she realized she’d called him by his first name. Idiot.

      “You are, aren’t you?” His dark brown eyes stared relentlessly into hers.

      Megan knew this could go one of two ways. She could try to convince him she wasn’t pregnant, despite the way she’d just tossed her breakfast, or she could tell him the truth and find a way to convince him to keep the news a secret for a while.

      If he didn’t believe her, he might tell Jared anyway, so best try to convince him to keep quiet.

      “Please, come in and sit down.” She stepped back, so he could join her in the small room.

      He dropped into the only chair, while she set her helmet aside and perched on the edge of the bed. For a long moment neither of them said anything.

      Where to start?

      “Are you supposed to be flying in your condition?”

      She stifled a sigh. “I’m a little over three months along, so yes, I’m able to fly. I haven’t even had my first doctor’s appointment yet, which is the only reason I haven’t told Jared. And I respectfully ask you to keep this news to yourself. I don’t want Jared to hear this news through the rumor mill. I will talk to him after I see the doctor.”

      Drake’s gaze dropped momentarily to her ringless hand, before shifting away. “You have to take better care of yourself, or your secret won’t be safe for long.”

      She bristled. “I am taking care of myself. It’s not my fault that food isn’t sitting well with me. As a doctor you should understand the symptoms of pregnancy. I’m doing the best I can while being in a difficult situation.”

      “Maybe you should take a leave of absence until you’re feeling better.”

      “Not interested.” She was fast losing her patience with him. “This isn’t really any of your business Dr. Thorton, but I would appreciate some privacy about my personal life. As I said, I don’t want to be the subject of the rumor mill. Women have babies all the time, it’s perfectly natural. I don’t need advice or help.”

      “Not even from the baby’s father?”

      She flushed. “Cal is in Afghanistan and in a relationship with another woman. So yes, not even from the baby’s father. I don’t need his help, or anyone else’s.”

      Drake winced and let out a heavy sigh. “Listen, Megan, I feel for you.” He hesitated, then added. “Are you going to keep it?”

      “What?” She stared at him in shock. “Yes. Again, not that it’s any of your business.”

      “Sorry.” His expression was chagrined. “I shouldn’t have asked. But I am curious about what you’re going to do if you get sick while flying.”

      “I won’t. And if I do, I’ll deal with it.” She didn’t appreciate being interrogated, yet knew that Drake was only saying the same things Jared would. Except the part about asking if she planned to keep the baby. That was just weird. But the rest was exactly what Jared would want to know.

      The difference being that Jared had the ability to ground her.

      Permanently.

      “When is your OB appointment?”

      “The Monday after Christmas which is only a little over two weeks away.” She stared at him for a long moment. “Well? Are you going to tell him? Or give me the chance to talk to my doctor, first?”

      Drake hesitated so long, she thought she’d lost the battle, but then he reluctantly nodded. “I’ll hold off, as long as you make me a promise.”

      She eyed him warily. “What kind of promise?”

      “That you won’t do anything to put the crew at risk.”

      A flash of anger hit hard. “Of course I won’t! What kind of pilot do you think I am? I’ve been flying choppers since I was twenty-two years old in the Air Force. I would never put anyone flying with me in danger.”

      He looked surprised at the news and nodded. “Glad to hear it. I didn’t realize you were in the Air Force.”

      She hadn’t meant to talk about herself, so how was it that she’d not only blabbed about how Cal was in Afghanistan and seeing someone else, but she’d blurted out the details of her military background?

      She must be losing it.

      “Yes, well I was. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to try to eat breakfast again.”

      Drake stared at her for a long moment before rising to his feet. “All right, I’ll give you some privacy.”

      Relief made her feel light-headed. Or maybe it was the lack of food. Either way, she stayed seated just in case. The last thing she wanted to do was to fall flat on her face in front of him. “Thank you.”

      Drake made his way to the door. He paused, glancing back at her over his shoulder. “I’m sorry I pried into your personal life. It’s just—I was adopted. So I was curious.”

      Really? Very interesting. “That’s okay. I didn’t realize you were adopted.”

      He shrugged but chose not to say anything more on that subject. “You know, he’s a fool.”

      She blinked. “Who?”

      “Cal.” Without saying anything more, Drake left the pilot’s room.

      Nibbling again on cheese and crackers, she
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