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      Ty had trouble keeping his attention on the road. The steeply-jagged peaks of the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness towered close over either side of Montana’s Highway 93 and he kept hunching over the wheel to crane upward. He’d traveled this road a hundred times growing up, but a summer of working for the Oregon Firebirds had given him a whole new calibration for how rugged it was.

      As he raced along—the third pickup in a line of three—Ty Franks decided that it had been a near perfect summer in ways he’d never expected. And definitely nothing like he’d planned.

      Getting hired by the Firebirds as a Ty-of-all-trades handyman had always been his plan. He had to find out all he could about the owners Curt and Jana Williams—brother and sister. But he’d had fun with the team which was a complete and unexpected bonus. A bonus that was fast becoming a burden.

      Despite being just a summer hire, the Firebirds team had tried to make him one of their own. They’d certainly welcomed him as if he had always been. And, now that the summer was ending and the northern fire season was drawing to a close, he wished that he’d let them.

      Instead, he’d done his best to keep his distance. A distance that was about to grow. The team headed south to fight the inevitable Southern California fires. And he was headed back to school (at least until the University of Montana in Missoula found out he was broke and that he didn’t really care about any of their coursework anyway).

      Over the last four months he’d willingly helped Jana with operations paperwork and team logistics.

      Maggie had taught him the basics of maintaining the helicopters from refueling to checking air filters. By the end of the summer, she trusted him with hydraulics, greasing joints, and a dozen other tasks—both messy and not. She always doublechecked him, because that’s the kind of mechanic she was, but she didn’t let the pilots do a tenth of the things she’d taught him. When she’d torn apart each of the turbine engines as part of a duty-cycle service, she’d let him be her assistant—like his mom being an OR nurse before she died. He’d handed Maggie tools and parts and asked a thousand questions—that she’d always answered in that cheerful way she had. It had been awesome.

      He’d never done long-haul trucking, but he’d grown a taste for it as one of the Firebirds’ drivers. The team had three big Denali pickups, each rigged to tow a low-boy trailer with a pair of MD 520N firefighting helicopters strapped on. Within a day, they’d been able to place all six of the helos almost anywhere in the West. They’d fought fires from San Francisco to the Canadian border, from the Oregon Coast over to Idaho.

      Right now, by some random chance, they were heading home. He’d grown up in Missoula, Montana, and attended—had attended—university there. His past lay less than an hour ahead, yet it felt like the most foreign place ever. He had no Mom, she’d told him Dad had died in a car wreck when Ty was two, and soon no school. His worldly belongings were in a pack in the back of the truck.

      Seeking any distraction, he looked up again at the cloud of smoke. The dirty snarl of ash, bigger than any thunderhead, reached all the way up to the jet stream where it was a sheared-off flattop. Three months ago he’d have thought nothing of it, just some distant storm cloud. Now he knew that was true, but it was a fire storm cloud made of smoke. And by the size and color of the column it was big and burning incredibly hot to lift dark ash that high.

      He considered waking up Drew and Amos to point it out, but they’d be getting little enough sleep in the next few days as pilots. The other pilots were probably passed out in their own trucks as he, Maggie, and Jana raced them and their helos toward the fire.

      It had been funny watching the crew pair off through the summer—and not just for some quick sex. They were engaged, talking weddings. It was weird. Also strange: it hadn’t changed who rode with who. Curt, the team’s leader, always rode with his sister, Jana. Another pilot Palo always rode with them. And that was despite Curt marrying Stacy and the impending weddings of Palo to Maggie, and Jana to Jasper. It was hard not to envy them. Sure, the women were all much older than he was—late twenties, even thirties—but they were some seriously hot women.

      All the couples had been scattered across the trucks for the long drives at the start of the summer. They’d decided to stay that way even after they got together. Maybe they thought it made for happy marriages or some other equally dumb fantasy. Going through his mom’s stuff, he’d learned that was all a lie.

      “Leaves just us three single guys to whine together,” Ty mouthed one of Drew’s favorite complaints on his sleeping friend’s behalf.

      Friends, that was another thing he’d never expected to find among the Oregon Firebirds, but he had. It was easy to see himself hanging with Drew and Amos…except he was almost done with the Firebirds. He’d even toyed with the idea of changing his major from law to forestry, because law was sure as hell a yawner. It was pointless as he’d have to drop out anyway, just like he had last year when Mom got so sick, but—Shit!

      That got his determination back on track. The Firebirds might think they were nearly done with him, but he was a long way from being done with them. Ty gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles went white and it became hard to steer along the winding two lane. Their parents might be dead too, but the brother and sister had yet to answer for their father.

      But if Ty had let himself, sure he could have had fun. Gone to the bar with them, because he had the fake ID to match his summer alias.

      Nope! It hadn’t matched his plans.

      But he was surprised to discover that he wished he had gone anyway.
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      Mallory Kerr dangled in the trees and debated between screaming and cursing. She had to choose soon, because otherwise she’d start crying—which wasn’t ever on her agenda. Not even when her wrist hurt like…well, wildfire.

      “What are you doing up there?”

      “Enjoying the view,” she snapped back over the radio. She finally spotted Krista standing in the dry-grass clearing wearing full smokejumper gear, wrestling her chute into a stuff sack. As she watched, the second stick of jump buddies—Evan and Akbar—floated into the clearing as if it was the easiest thing in the world.

      “Okay, let me rephrase. Why aren’t you doing anything about it?” The tiny Krista far below didn’t even turn to look up—she just knew.

      “The view is pretty,” Mallory told her partner, even if she hadn’t looked around at it yet. Humor, there was a path away from screaming, cursing, or crying and she took it. “And I screwed up my wrist.”

      The tiny figure far below stopped with all the chute packing then shaded her eyes to really look up at Mallory. When she pulled out her binoculars, Mallory started feeling less comfortable—like a squirrel in a tree.

      “Huh!” Krista’s grunt didn’t make her feel much better.

      Looking away, Mallory did finally see the view, which was stunning—one of the things she loved about smokejumping. She’d always liked the outdoors, but now she lived in it—had a job saving it.

      The sharp mountain slopes of the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness soared around her. Douglas fir stood proudly above tangled ranks of scrub alder and stone outcroppings. The clearing she’d been aiming for had been so close, but the capricious fire-driven wind had backed at the wrong moment and stolen most of her lift. She dropped vertically faster than any elevator, even flying briefly backwards. That’s when she’d been slammed into this tree and snagged her chute.

      Keeping her injured hand tight against her chest, she swung out a leg and then kicked it around like a ballet spin. Despite the harness she dangled from facing her outwards, she was able to twist enough to see what she’d landed in.

      “Oh crap!” Mallory now saw what had earned her Krista’s grunt. She’d managed to catch her parachute on an old king of the forest—on its very thinnest and uppermost branches.

      Then she made the mistake of looking straight down as the harness spun her to face away from the tree once more. Heights never bothered her, at least not while the parachute was flying, but she was a long way up, on a very dead tree. Each breath she took might have enough force to snap the tip in two and dash her down to the forest floor. Because of how she’d snagged, she was about ten feet out into space from the trunk.

      She didn’t dare try pumping herself back and forth like a swing to reach the trunk. The slim treetop didn’t even have a handy branch to grab and pull herself in. There was also no question of anyone climbing the tree to get to her—not unless they both wanted to die.

      Looking down once more, she saw Krista hauling climbing gear out of her bag, even as the other smokies stopped her. It was suicide to climb up, but it took both of them to argue Krista out of trying anyway. Mallory knew she’d do the same—she’d do anything for Krista.

      They’d met three years ago at a three-day smokejumpers adventure camp Krista had organized for high school girls. It had changed the direction of her life—as in she finally had one. In the two years she’d been jumping with Krista and the Mount Hood Aviation smokies, she’d only snagged one other tree—one of the best jump records in the entire team. That one she’d been able to climb down from without even needing a line. This one was going to suck.

      “Can you at least get a line around the trunk?” Krista asked after the others had finally stopped her efforts.

      Mallory had a hundred feet of 9mm climbing line coiled in the calf pouch of her Kevlar jumpsuit, on the same side as her bunged up wrist. She managed to snag one end of it with an awkward mid-air kneel and cross-reach. And there she hung, stupidly holding one end of the line in her only good hand, completely unable to see the trunk. Normally, she could tie on a small grapple, toss it over a branch, and pull herself in. But in her mind’s eye she could still see the smooth, branchless expanse of this section of trunk. Nothing to hook onto.

      Not good!

      Again the need to scream surged into her hard enough to force a few tears from her eyes when she wouldn’t give it a voice.

      Be calm. Be rational. She went back over her training.

      The only other real option was a direct lowering, tying off to the upper parachute harness, then releasing from it and descending. A hundred feet of line wouldn’t get her out of a two hundred-foot tree—especially not one-handed.

      “Just wait a moment,” Krista thankfully called over the radio before Mallory could reconsider the screaming-cursing-crying emotional triangle.

      Not willing to risk another twist, Mallory looked as far as she could north and south—she had a clear view of west. No sign of the fire, which meant it was directly behind her. That got her thinking about the heat-fuel-oxygen fire triangle. It was a baking hot summer with a fire coming over the ridge.
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