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			Just as some days are hotter than others, some fires are hotter than others. And the Checker Mill Fire was a scorcher.

			Tori Ellison checked her watch but couldn’t see it. Even shining her helmet headlamp on it didn’t really help. Her eyes were lack-of-sleep sore and they stung from smoke and salty sweat. She couldn’t taste anything but that salt and the char that it collected as it dribbled down her face; the peanut and dark chocolate flavor of her energy bar hadn’t lasted more than a few minutes before being overwhelmed.

			She’d volunteered to scout what lay over the next ridge while the rest of her Hotshot fire crew crashed out for an hour. She was supposed to go ten minutes out and ten back, but couldn’t seem to focus on the watch to tell how long she’d been gone. Three minutes? Fifteen? She no longer knew.

			It was zero-dark-thirty, like the military guys said, which was all that really mattered.

			Where was here? She wasn’t so sure of that either.

			She was always doing dumb, impulsive things like this. In college one of her nicknames had been the Energizer Bunny because she’d never had the sense to stop until she dropped. The Bunny part had been shed after she’d punched a particularly obnoxious frat boy hard enough to shatter his nose.

			When Tori hit the fire line, her new firefighter nickname was Ginger within three days.

			It wasn’t that her hair was red—she was a bob-cut blond. The crew chief, Candace Cantrell, had grown up with a Labrador named Ginger who also never knew when to stop.

			A low-hanging Douglas fir branch slapped in her face because she was too weary to step around it. At least it was green and smelled of life and fresh pine. She felt bolstered by its presence; it was standing in the cool forest night, trusting her and her team to save it from the encroaching wildfire.

			Tori trudged by it and promised to do her best—trudged because trotting was long past her abilities at the moment. They’d come off the Bell Creek Fire along Washington’s Skagit River less than forty-eight hours ago and now had been on the Checker Mill for the last thirty-six straight. The Cascade Mountains were rough and she normally liked the challenge…when she was conscious.

			She crested the low ridge in a thick stand of trees. It would take a lot of cutting to clear a fire line here if they had to. Too tired to even dodge the branches, she raised her arms in front of her face and ploughed through the heart of the stand.

			The trees gave way the moment before her feet snarled in thick vines and she face-planted on the ground.

			Her radio crackled, “Ginger, check in.”

			“Yo, Candace.” The ground was soft. Well-tilled soil cool against her cheek. She didn’t waste extra effort trying to stand up. It felt so good to lie down, for even a moment.

			“Report.”

			“Hard-ass,” Tori teased her. Since it was something the Hotshot team’s leader was proud of, it was a safe call. “Trees much thicker at the ridge. Eight to eighteen-inch diameter Doug fir. Can’t see much else.”

			“Where are you now?”

			“Lying on the ground,” she looked around to try and be more specific, and was confronted by something large and green. Big enough to completely block her view. “In a zucchini patch.”

			“A residence?”

			That would be bad news. Needing to defend a residence, or worse a neighborhood, could drastically change a fire attack plan.

			“Ginger?”

			“Hang on. Hang on. Sheesh!” Tori forced her arms beneath her and levered herself upward. They shook with the effort. She’d really tapped herself out this time; right out to the limits.

			Once upright she twisted her head side to side to swing the headlamp around.

			“I’m in a vegetable garden,” she reported.

			“You’re in my vegetable garden, ‘Ginger’,” a deep male voice sounded from the dark.

			She twisted the lamp around and found a mountain man standing about ten feet down a row of tomatoes. Except he wasn’t hairy, messy, or clad in rotting animal skins. He wore gym shorts and a frown. She couldn’t see his eyes because he had his arm raised to protect them from the glare of her lamp, but from the nose down was very fine. Not a six-pack ab guy, but no extra bits either.

			“Who are you? And why were you eavesdropping on my private conversation?”

			“My name’s Colin James. And if you’re in my garden on the radio, how private can your conversation be?”

			Tori hit the transmit key, “I’m in Colin’s secret garden. And he’s just as much of a know-it-all as the one in the book.”

			“If Dickon shows up, he’s mine,” Candace replied. “I always had a crush on Dickon.”

			Tori heard a soft Hey! in the background, probably Candace’s husband Luke, a top member of the IHC crew.

			“What are you doing in my squash?” the man asked from behind his raised arm.

			“Well, that’s no way to address a lady, Colin.”
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			Her voice was the only thing that distinguished her as one. Colin had been lying out in the hammock watching the stars—it was too beautiful and warm a night to stay in his cabin—when he’d heard a hard grunt and rustle from his vegetable garden.

			It had sounded human rather than ursine—he didn’t worry about bears here…much. When he’d looked, there was a light shining low under his plants. Not stopping for shoes or a flashlight, he raced out to scare away the poacher. He’d put a lot of time and care into his garden and no midnight skulker was going to rob him.

			He’d been stopped in his tracks by what he found. Between the zucchini and the pumpkins lay a fully clad firefighter, and one that was making no effort to get up.

			By the reflected light off the nearby leaves, Colin had seen a hardhat that might have once been yellow under all the soot. The firefighter wore similarly colored jacket and pants, heavy boots, and a small pack. One hand clutched a nasty-looking axe and the other a handheld radio.

			And then the firefighter had spoken and turned out to be a she. Named Ginger.

			“If you’re lying in my vegetables, I’ll address you any way I choose. And get that light out of my eyes.”

			“Oh, sorry,” she turned the lamp toward the ground.

			He had a brief glimpse of an oval face and a hint of blond hair before she flicked it off and they were plunged into darkness. He blinked hard, but his night vision was shot and wouldn’t be back for several minutes.

			He couldn’t see, but he could hear that she hadn’t moved.

			“Are you planning to just lie there all night among my veggies?”

			She giggled. “You have a very comfortable garden.” A firefighter who giggled.

			“What are you doing here anyway?”

			“Uh,” Ginger paused. “I’m here because…” she sounded as if she was trying to figure that out for herself, “…oh, yeah. I’m here because there’s a forest fire in the next valley over. I’m the scout.”
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