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      From wildfire to gunfire, these heroes battle more than flames.

      “Top 10 romance of 2015. Suspenseful. Emotionally nuanced.” – Booklist

      Master mechanic Denise Conroy—with a reputation for being as steel-clad as the aircraft she keeps aloft—shuns useless flyboys who don’t know one end of a wrench from the other.

      Firehawk pilot Vern Taylor—known for unstoppable charm and a complete lack of mechanical skills—proves he’s a survivor and a natural-born heli-aviation firefighter.

      When they crash together in the Central American jungle with wildfire on one side and a full-fledged military coup on the other, their newly forged partnership is tested to the max. Can their formidable skills protect them from the conflagration sweeping the jungle…and their hearts?

      “High-octane action, three-dimensional characters to love, another sigh-worthy romance.” – RT Book Reviews

      [Can be read stand-alone or in series. A complete happy-ever-after with no cliffhangers. Originally published in 2015. Re-edited 2021 for improved reader experience but still the same great story.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To the librarian at the Museum of Flight at Boeing Field. You know why, and all my thanks for it!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The sharp warning buzz of a critical system’s failure crackled through Vern Taylor’s headset.

      A momentary panic hit him as palpably as the time his best friend Mickey Hamilton had gotten drunk and decided that plowing a fist into Vern’s chin made a kind of sense.

      Vern had just flown his helicopter down into the critical death zone. Helicopters that broke between fifty and four hundred feet above the ground were in an exceptionally bad place—too high to safely crash and too low to stabilize and autorotate in.

      A glance out the window didn’t improve the news. The Mount Hood Aviation firefighters’ airfield was still two miles ahead. Below him was nothing but a sea of hundred-foot fir trees covering rugged, thousand-foot ridges.

      So screwed!

      Meanwhile, the more rational part of his brain—that the US Coast Guard had spent six years investing so heavily in training and that four more years of flying to wildfire had honed—was occupied with checking his main screen on the helicopter’s console.

      He located the flashing, bright red warning.

      Hydraulic failure in the primary circuit.

      He smelled no burning rubber or hot metal.

      Several things happened simultaneously.

      The first thing was being seriously ticked off that the helicopter was trying to kill him.

      Vern had been type-certified in the massive, ten-thousand-pound firefighting helicopter for precisely thirty-two hours and—a glance at the console clock—seventeen minutes. It simply wasn’t fair to be killed on his second day flying this sweet machine.

      The second thing that happened was he actually read the flashing message: #2 PRI SERVO PRESS. The backup hydraulic-pressure warning system wasn’t reporting any problems, which meant it was still running to cover the failure of the #2 pump’s pressure.

      Vern double-checked. No secondary alarm.

      He wiggled the cyclic joystick control with his right hand, which altered the pitch of the blades to control his direction of flight.

      His helo wiggled exactly as it should. The back pressure of the controls against his dry palm felt normal.

      He tried restarting his breathing. That worked as well. Then—with the practice of a hundred drills that had felt like a thousand under MHA’s chief pilot Emily Beale’s watchful eye—his left hand came off the collective control alongside his seat long enough to grab the correct circuit breaker among the eighty other breakers, switches, and controls that made up the overhead console attached to the helo’s ceiling.

      He pulled on the breaker that shut down the #2 Primary Servo pump.

      The alarm went silent, and the blinking red warning on the screen shifted to a steady red glow. Then his hand returned to the collective, completing everything that needed doing.

      The third thing that happened—all in the same moment, as far as he could ever recall—was the thought that Denise Conroy, Mount Hood Aviation’s chief mechanic, was going to kill him even if the helicopter had decided not to. Breaking one of Denise’s birds on his second day flying it solo and expecting to survive unscathed was downright foolhardy.

      The pilots generally agreed that upsetting the head of MHA’s helicopter maintenance team was not to be considered a life-prolonging experience.

      Nor was disappointing Emily Beale, who had only certified him in the Firehawk yesterday morning. The four years he’d flown the tiny MD 500 for MHA wouldn’t count for squat if he dinged up their newest twenty-million-dollar bird.

      He followed the other two Firehawks back into camp. The three of them together were the massive Type I juggernauts of the helitack firefighting world, able to deliver a thousand gallons of water and foam or retardant to a wildfire. Only a few helicopters could carry more, and those were all far less agile machines. This helo ruled the wildfire airborne sweet spot.

      The Mount Hood Aviation Firehawks were painted gloss black, and with the red-and-orange racing flames of the MHA logo running from the nose down the sides, they looked as cool and powerful as they truly were.

      The Firehawks were built from Sikorsky Black Hawk helicopters. Each one was an eight-foot-high, ten-foot-wide, and forty-foot-long nasty-looking machine. Black Hawks, no matter how prettily painted, always appeared to be looking for a fight. They were the tough boys on the block, though the two in front of him were flown by women: Emily, ex-military and kind of terrifying, truth be told, and Jeannie, one of the most competent and prettiest fliers he’d ever met.

      How in the hell had Cal the photographer guy snapped her up? Jeannie was awesome. Not that they’d ever done more than fly together—it wasn’t like that between them—but seeing her look so damn happy emphasized how totally lame his own relationships had been.

      Closing his eyes for a moment, Vern braced himself. Stepping on the rudder pedal, he twisted the tail of the five-ton rotorcraft to the side, then shifted the cyclic joystick in his right hand to compensate. Again, it felt completely normal, proving that the backup hydraulic system was indeed operational, yet his breathing still sounded harsh over the headset and microphone system he wore. He remained in formation with the other helos but now flew mostly sideways in order to look behind him.

      He opened one eye. A cloud of black smoke was streaming from his helo. No sign of a fire warning on the instrument panel, so it was the burning of hydraulic fluid that had spilled before the pressure loss was detected and he’d shut down the pump. They were under a minute from Mount Hood Aviation’s Hoodie One base camp.

      Not enough time to burn everything off. Thankfully none of the fumes—nasty, astringent stuff—had leaked into the cabin. Vern realigned the controls to once again face forward and retain his position in the flight. He also managed to convince his breathing that he was back in control.

      The MHA airfield and base camp perched low on the northern side of the towering mass of Mount Hood—eleven thousand feet of dormant, mostly, ice-capped volcano. The airfield was easy to miss among the towering fir trees and the vibrant yellows and reds of September aspens and maples.

      It was the end of day, so the mountain’s shadow already lay long across the camp, and the grass airstrip was not empty like he’d hoped. The four smaller helos of MHA’s seven-bird fleet had already returned, parked along the north side of the strip close to the towering Douglas fir trees that defined that side of the base. Pilots and ground crew were milling around them.

      Along the other side of the field were the low buildings of the long-defunct kids’ summer camp that MHA had taken over. Though much of the structures’ dark wood was covered with green moss, like so much else in the Pacific Northwest, the buildings were dry and warm inside.

      But were the other pilots, ground crew, and smokejumpers tucked away safe and warm?

      No such luck.

      They seemed to think that because it was a beautiful, late-September afternoon, everyone should be out at the cluster of picnic tables that served as the camp’s main hangout. As he neared, he could see the dots of their bright faces turning like damned daisies following the sun—all tracking the path of his smoking flight.

      And sure enough, the nightmare awaited.

      There at the end of the row of four already-parked helos and the two smokejumper delivery planes was the maintenance truck. In front of the truck stood five-foot-four of livid woman with dark blonde hair down her back—her feet planted as if part of the mountain’s basalt shield. Though not close enough to see, he knew she’d be standing with her arms crossed over one of the nicest chests he’d ever seen.

      He could feel the burn of her glare at a thousand yards out.

      Vern followed the other two Firehawks in for a landing, Denise coming into focus as he approached. Jeans, t-shirt, and a canvas vest that had once been beige before it spent years being worn around broken helicopters. She wore a tool belt like an Old West gunslinger. Damn, she was gorgeous and cute at the same time. And about the most unapproachable woman he’d ever met.

      A single drop of salty sweat dripped into his eye and stung. He sniffed the air again—no smell of fire other than the bit of wood char that was always picked up flying over a wildland fire.

      A glance back as he hovered, spun into place, and set his bird down on the markers. Yep, still smoking black.

      Denise was going to do more than kill him; that would be too kind.

      She was going to outright annihilate him.

      He hoped that she at least waited until after he was done landing before she did so.
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      “What did you do to my poor bird?” Denise Conroy heaved open the cargo bay door and spoke to Vern Taylor’s back in the pilot seat. She reached up and pulled down on the gust lock in the middle of the rear cabin’s ceiling. That would keep the rotor blades from turning unexpectedly once she climbed atop the helicopter to check the engine.

      “Broke it,” was his sassy reply.

      “I guessed that much. Confirm ignition key in the off position,” she called out though she could see forward between the seats to the center console that it already was. Outside the front windscreen she could see Mickey and Bruce pressing their faces up against the windscreen and making funny faces at Vern, blowing out their cheeks like puffer fish or three-year-olds.

      “Confirm off and out.” Vern pulled the key free and dropped it on the center console of radios that ran between the pilot and copilot’s seats. Then he gave the finger to his juvenile buddies who laughed and moved on. She made a mental note to wash the outside of the pilot’s side windscreen—while wearing gloves.

      She stepped back outside, slid the big door shut with perhaps a bit more force than she should have, and climbed on top of the Firehawk helicopter using the notches built into the section of the helicopter’s hull that had been covered by the door. Denise began peeling off the cowling of the Number Two turbine engine, being careful of the still blazing-hot exhaust. She could feel the radiant heat on her cheeks as soon as the sheet metal was shifted aside.

      The stink of scorched, high-temp phosphate hydraulic fluid made her glad for the slight breeze that was wafting it away. She pulled on goggles and neoprene gloves so that the acidic fluid wouldn’t splash in her eyes or sting her hands.

      The cause of the failure was instantly apparent from the spray pattern. The side of a hose had split and shot out a broad fan of pressurized fluid. Part of it had puddled, and the rest of it had struck the engine and been vaporized.

      Vern finished filling out his log as if everything was absolutely normal before climbing down from his seat.

      “You do know, Vern, busting a bird when you’ve had it less than two days puts you on my bad list for sure.” Denise jerked out a wrench to loosen the blown hose, but in her nervousness, she scattered several other tools as she did so. She gathered them back up as quickly as she could. How had she dared speak that way to a pilot?

      Vern didn’t sound the least bit put out by her tone. “The few, the proud, the helitack firefighter pilots of MHA. We’re all in the crapper with you, Wrench. How are we supposed to fly to fire without using your helicopters? That’s the puzzle, isn’t it?”

      She shifted her scowl from the engine and aimed it down at him.

      Vern leaned with his back against the pilot’s door of the helicopter, staring off into the distance as if completely unconcerned about the midair breakdown and oblivious to her conflicted emotions.

      It was her fault that the pilot had been placed in danger.

      And Vern was teasing her about it. He was tall enough that the top of his head was close enough for her to swing down and rap it sharply with the wrench in her hand, which might cheer her up a bit. But he wasn’t the problem, so she rammed the wrench back into her tool belt, knocking a few other tools loose that she then had to retrieve from the helicopter’s innards.

      She shouldn’t be aiming her anger at him; it was herself that she was furious with. She’d sent a bird aloft that had broken in the sky. That was wholly unforgivable. Her pilots counted on her to provide safe, airworthy equipment, and she’d failed one of them.

      Firehawk Oh-Three had been in the Mount Hood Aviation inventory for less than a month, and now it had blown a hydraulic line. Thankfully, Vern hadn’t been in any danger from the failure—the backup system had taken the load. But she’d thought the bird was clean when she signed the airworthiness certificate, something she’d done every day for a month.

      It definitely wasn’t clean at the moment. In addition to the blown hose itself, hydraulic leaks were messy and took time to clean up. Furthermore, the fluid that sprayed into the engine, which hadn’t cared in the slightest, had caused the trail of acrid black smoke that had scared the daylights out of her. She’d had to wrap her arms around herself to hold herself together until Vern set the bird safely on the ground. The burn-off of fluid had also added to the mess with sticky exhaust particulates sheathing the rear half of the pretty black-and-flame paint job.

      “I can feel you aiming nasty thoughts down at me.” Vern rubbed a hand on the top of his head as if it was getting hot. Then he turned to look up at her. His lean face was rich with a summer’s tan. His mirrored shades hid the dark eyes that matched hair that, in her more psychotic moments, she’d occasionally fantasized toying with. “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Not unless you’re planning to break something else on my helicopter, Slick. Go away. You’re distracting me.” And he was. Denise had principles, and those included not getting sucked in by the charm of a handsome flyboy. The last time she had let that happen was…a long time ago, and it wouldn’t be happening now.

      “Yes ma’am, Wrench, sir.” Then he saluted, hitting his forehead hard enough to pretend he was knocking himself silly.

      No matter how handsome and charming he was, she would not be tempted.

      She lifted the exact implement that had earned most mechanics the Wrench nickname and he stumbled back, raising his hands in mock terror.

      He pulled a black, Mount Hood Aviation billed hat out of his back pocket and tugged it on before shooting her one of his cockeyed grins. The blazing red-and-orange MHA logo offered her a tempting target. Maybe if she had a tennis ball handy she’d bean him one.

      “Make me proud, Wrench.”

      “Fall down a marmot hole, Slick.” Again? Had she honestly sassed a pilot? That wasn’t anything the Denise she knew would ever do.

      He tipped his hat and headed across the narrow grass airstrip of the Hoodie base camp. On his third step he stumbled badly, pretending to fall into a marmot hole.

      Denise laughed. Of the many jokers among the crews, Vern was the only one who consistently made her want to laugh. Though not usually out loud.

      She watched him walk off. Had she been flirting with him? She’d never been any good at it, so she couldn’t be sure. He didn’t fly a Huey UH-1 Slick helicopter, but she liked how the nickname fit him. Nicknames were another thing she rarely used correctly. Yet another reason not to become involved with flyboys who seemed to live by them. For example, Mickey was usually called… She couldn’t even remember. Hopeless. Absolutely hopeless.

      Pilots also had all these unspoken rules and codes that the women they picked up in bars seemed to already know. It was as if every one of them had gone to the same training course, but no one had told her she needed to enroll to understand men.

      Denise understood none of them.

      Once he was gone, she could relax somewhat. She sat back on her heels atop the helicopter. It was one of her favorite times of day, and she took a moment to enjoy it.

      Malcolm shot her a wave when he noticed her watching. He’d finished servicing one of the Twin Hueys and was moving to the other one. Brenna, her other assistant, was deep in an MD 500 and didn’t look up. No need to worry though. Brenna could handle most anything on the smaller birds; she was good.

      The sun was setting into the Oregon wilderness over the massive shoulder of glacier-capped Mount Hood. She could practically taste the pine-sharp chlorophyll on the ice-clean air. The birds were coming home to roost, the seven helicopters along with the three airplanes of her firefighting fleet.

      The flesh-and-blood birds were also dancing in the last of the sunlight as they headed into their own nests among the towering Douglas fir trees on the north side of the runway. And if one of them pooped on her helicopters, there’d be hell to pay.

      By US Forest Service contract requirements, exactly on the stroke of a half hour before sunset, all of the aircraft were out of the air and lined up on the grass. For the next dozen hours, the crews still fighting the fire on the ground would be on their own.

      Emily and Jeannie were certified for nighttime firefighting, but that was awfully expensive and wasn’t called for except on the worst fires. Also, if the pilots flew at night, they still needed the mandatory ten-hour break out of every twenty-four.

      It was better to let them sleep and fly again at a half hour past sunrise than miss part of the morning.

      Jeannie climbed out of Firehawk Oh-Two and waved at Denise. She treated her helicopter with the most respect of all the pilots. Emily in Firehawk Oh-One was so skilled after ten years in the Army that, while she didn’t baby the firefighting Black Hawk, she never stressed the bird.

      They were home safe now.

      The two small MD 500s for hitting spot fires were parked at the west end of the runway. A pair of the midsized Bell 212 Twin Huey helos were lined up next, then her three Firehawks parked neatly down the side of the grass-strip field at midfield, directly opposite the main camp buildings. The seven helos looked so pristine and glossy in their black-and-flame paint jobs. All glossy, that is, except Firehawk Oh-Three with a dark smudge down the tail section from the scorched hydraulic fluid.

      Denise sighed. She shouldn’t have harassed Vern. It wasn’t his fault the line had cracked and sprayed the compartment with slimy, silicone-based goo. At least it hadn’t been the older hydraulic oil. That stuff would have caused an engine fire, not merely scorches and a major mess.

      She finished the repair in ten minutes and was about halfway through the cleanup when the dinner bell rang. Her hands would reek of the cleaner for hours despite the gloves. She hoped it was a knife-and-fork dinner tonight.

      Betsy, the camp cook, had brought the bell back from when they’d been fighting fire Down Under in Australia over the winter. The old, brass, twelve-inch fire-truck bell announced the exact moment of sunset, spooking aloft the last of the birds who were settling into the trees for the night. They should be used to it—Betsy rang her new toy every night at this time. It echoed from one end of the airstrip to the other, calling the helitack and smokies to come eat.

      From her high perch atop the Firehawk helicopter, Denise had a clear view of the whole field. Malcolm and Brenna downed tools and checklists from the nightly inspection they performed on each aircraft and began wandering across the grass strip toward the cluster of picnic tables. Mark Henderson’s twin-engine Beech King Air, the Incident Commander – Air’s aircraft, had landed without her noticing and was parked by the DC-3s used for transporting the smokejumpers when they were needed.

      Yet, a part of her brain had noticed.

      She could recall that the engines had sounded clean, nothing to trigger her internal alarms to hurry over to inspect them immediately. Mark’s landing had been as immaculate as she’d expect from a long-term Army pilot. Like his wife, Emily, he flew smooth and clean every minute of every day. So no other warnings arose in her head, and she knew it would be a normal nightly inspection.

      All routine.

      That was good. That’s what it was supposed to be when she wasn’t creating a failure like Oh-Three.

      She set up a pair of work lights so they’d be ready after dinner when it was dark. She laid her flask of cleaner and her gloves across exactly the spot where she’d left off so she’d be sure to start in the right place after dinner.

      Today’s fire had been a grassland range fire seventy miles to the southwest. Only the helicopter crews had been out today to help the local ground crews who’d been able to drive trucks to the fire. The MHA smokejumpers had the day off, so a lot of them were in town and the tables were less full than usual.

      Most of the pilots, support crew, and ground personnel were already sitting around, reading or playing cards held in place by small stones against the light evening breeze that wandered lazily through camp. Thankfully, that same breeze washed away the bitter smells of cleaners and the sharp kerosene scent of Jet A fuel that the pumper truck had dispensed down the row.

      As Denise headed for the chow line, Emily and Jeannie came up to her. They were out of their flight gear and looked casually pretty. Someday she’d like to find the nerve to ask how they made it look so effortless.

      Of course, MHA’s first two Firehawk pilots wanted to know what had gone wrong with the third craft.
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      “Damn!” Mickey, Vern’s bunkmate and one of the twin-Huey helo pilots, let out a low whistle of appreciation. “I’ve got to say…Da-amn!”

      Vern glared at his poker hand a moment longer, puzzled because his own cards certainly weren’t worth any such statement. He saw that Bruce and Gordon were both still in the game, so he folded and tossed his cards into the pile, careful not to drop one between the boards of the battered wood of the picnic table. Then he glanced up and offered a low appreciative whistle of his own.

      “Da-amn is right.”

      Denise, flanked by Emily and Jeannie, was strolling across the green grass airfield in the light of the setting sun. The sky was orange behind them, and the lights above the chow line illuminated them like a Maxfield Parrish painting—kind light and impossibly beautiful women who belonged exactly where they were.

      The image did strange things to his heart, as if it had caught and stumbled on something it had never seen before. Or perhaps seen but not noticed.

      Maybe his pulse was still stutter-stepping from that pressure alarm.

      Bruce and Gordon turned to look over their shoulders and didn’t turn back too quickly. Bruce was a careful card player, except when women were involved or perhaps in the general vicinity. Vern saw enough to be glad he’d folded.

      “Every time,” Mickey whispered. “Every single time they come walking toward you side-by-side like that it takes your breath away. It’s like you never get used to it. If Carly joins them, I could die a happy man.”

      Vern hadn’t actually been commenting on the group; it was the slim mechanic who he would never tire of watching. He idly wondered if she’d ever been a dancer, or if she’d always walked as if she was floating half a step above the earth.

      The trio moved into the chow line. Except when it was raining, Betsy always set up a long buffet table outside by the picnic tables. She always made sure it was the best quality.

      The three looked so earnest that his ears were buzzing. He’d make a totally safe bet that they were discussing the smoky failure of Firehawk Oh-Three. Three beautiful women talking about him, but not. Yeah, that sounded about right.

      Then Carly came out the door of the kitchen and joined the others. Mickey was right. They took your breath away. That they were hanging together was a common enough phenomenon at camp, but there was no way to ever grow used to it. The noise level among the guys’ conversations fell off by half across the entire chow area.

      Emily Beale, with her toddler daughter riding on her hip, was the commanding cool blonde—quite terrifying in her quiet control. Carly, MHA’s fire behavior analyst, was as tall and slender, her Nordic light hair and pale skin aglow like a shining flame—the woman was also seriously intense. Jeannie was a sharp contrast with her dark hair, black leather jacket, and black jeans. She was as splendidly figured as the first two women were trim, and yet was as casual and easygoing as the other two were completely daunting.

      But it was Denise who was knocking him back tonight.

      She was always around—she’d been with MHA for the last eighteen months of his four years here—but it was as if he was seeing her for the first time. She stood shorter than the others. As wonderfully built as Jeannie and with dusty blonde hair that fell well past her shoulders and offset the softest imaginable tan that came from having immensely fair skin but living most of the summer out of doors.

      “Yep.” Mickey sighed. “Seeing that much female beauty in one place is a burden that a man has to bear if he works at MHA. Now that’s a serious perk.”

      Vern nodded. It was. Three were married and Denise presented a bastion of pure steel to repel all boarders, but the women were amazing to look at. Far be it from him to deny himself the pleasure of enjoying what millennia of species-based conditioning had trained, nay, bred him to appreciate.

      There was something about Denise though.

      He squinted the way his mother had taught him when she started studying painting. The four women were in line to get their fried chicken and mashed potatoes that he could smell from where he was sitting, and it was making him so hungry because Betsy made killer fried chicken. The women looked the same when he squinted, but now he could see them differently.

      MHA’s chief pilot Emily Beale was the one with the spine of steel. Her military training made every motion appear both effortless and meticulously planned. Carly was the driving force, a brilliant spark, and Jeannie the soft, steady one flustered by nothing.

      But green-eyed Denise eluded him. As if she had a cloak of invisibility over her character.

      “I’m hungry.” Vern started to get up, but Mickey pulled him back down. It was probably just as well. His knees felt no steadier than after the landing when he’d had to lean against the helo to remain upright. He’d lost three buddies to a mechanical failure when he was in the Guard. Thankfully he hadn’t remembered it was five years ago today until after he was on the ground.

      Denise had laughed at him as his knees all but gave out when he walked away—not a sound he was used to hearing from her. But it had sounded like a kindly laugh, not a cruel one. He’d been kinda pissed, but he didn’t think there was a cruel bone in the woman. Maybe he’d missed her joke.

      “Gotta finish this hand.” The other guys turned back to the game at Mickey’s prompting, but Vern had already folded. There was no money on the table anyway; they had only been killing time until dinner, not getting serious about poker. The only bets were who was buying the first round next time they went to the Doghouse Inn.

      So he stayed put but still watched Denise as she moved through the line. She’d shed her work vest at the helos and revealed one of soft leather that wrapped and showcased her figure. He watched how the ends of her hair curled down the back of the dark leather, mirroring the curves of her splendid behind that invited a man to dream of…

      He shook his head. Who in the world was he kidding? Getting the hots for Denise Conroy was about as useless as getting the hots for a movie star on the big screen. Sure, a guy could lust after Zoe Saldana, but that didn’t get him on the bridge of the starship Enterprise.

      No way it was ever going to happen with Denise Conroy. To make it more unlikely, she’d been dating a townie for close to a year, which struck him as pretty damn serious. And her attractiveness level was off the charts. Vern usually did pretty well—occasionally very well, though those occasions always surprised him—but Denise was up at a whole other level of amazing.

      Vern turned back to the game. “Come on, you losers. My stomach is grumbling.”

      Mickey flashed his hole cards at Vern. Vern slapped his roommate on the back in a friendly way. It was a good thing that they were only playing for drinks. No matter what last card was turned up, Bruce was about to kick Mickey’s ass.

      And boy did he ever, getting a three-drink raise before driving the hammer down.

      Damning himself for a fool, Vern swung wide as he and the guys threaded their way toward the chow line. The others bucked their way in the straightest line, weaving and dodging among the tables, occasionally goosing somebody as he was about to take a drink. You could easily follow the wake of turbulence they left behind as they went.

      Vern followed the line of least resistance, walking outside the perimeter of the clustered tables. A flight path that happened to pass close by where three of the four women had settled.

      Carly and Denise sat with their backs to him. Denise was half a head shorter than Carly, sitting down too. But the way her hair caught the last light of day and shimmered with each tiny shift of body position, was a siren call.

      He might have crashed right up on those rocks if Jeannie hadn’t been facing him from across their table.

      She watched him, puzzled for only a moment, then offered him a knowing smile.

      Shit!

      The woman was too smart for his own good. Well, hopefully she’d have the common decency to keep her mouth shut or he literally would be crashing on the rocks.

      He cut farther to the outside to get clear. That had him passing close to Mark, Emily, and their daughter. Tonight their island nation was slightly isolated to one side from the rest of the group.

      He passed behind them just as Emily spoke softly to her husband.

      “Honduras?”

      Vern suppressed a shiver across his shoulders and paused at their table. “Honduras? If you’re thinking of a vacation now that the fire season is nearly over, you can do way better than Honduras.”

      Emily closed a folder that was sitting on the table before they both turned to look at him. “You know Honduras?”

      “I do.”

      Tessa sat at the end of the table beside Emily, beating on a small bite of chicken with the back of her spoon and the enthusiasm of a two-year-old.

      He circled around and sat next to her, starting the airplane game with a small French fry to get her to eat it while he spoke to her parents. She was a bright, shining girl who looked much like her mother.

      “In 2009, I was serving on the Coast Guard cutter Bertholf. We were coming out of San Diego as the Honduras coup d’état of that year was kicking into full gear. Five months of political train wreck.”

      He managed to land the French fry that Tessa began cheerfully chewing away on. He selected a bit of beaten chicken for the next flight.

      “The Navy felt that they didn’t have enough assets in the area, so they called us. Full steam south. Mine was one of the two MH-65C Dolphin helicopters they had on board. I had search-and-rescue gear, but they had an airborne use-of-force package ready for me if I needed to arm up. We were on constant patrols, stuck offshore from June through September. Back a year later for flood relief following Hurricane Paula. Honduras sucks. Highest murder rate in the world there as a bonus. Try Belize or Costa Rica. Much friendlier.”

      The flight of the chicken was a crash and burn. As soon as the bit of food in question finally made a soft landing on the plate, it was beaten once more with a spoon to ensure its complete suppression.

      After they chatted for a few minutes and another successful French fry landing, he headed to the line for his own meal. Glancing back at the table, he saw that Emily had managed to fly some chicken in safe, but her attention wasn’t on the task.

      She and Mark had reopened the folder and both were studying its contents.
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      It was full dark outside as Denise sat in the pilot’s seat of Firehawk Oh-Three and cycled down the hydraulic pumps. Everything checked out. As long as she was here, she turned on the Health and Usage Monitoring System and checked the readouts.

      The HUMS tracked most of the problems and worked as a fair predictive tool for maintenance. It didn’t like surprises though, and it took her a few minutes to convince the computer that the line failure had been fixed. The HUMS was quite certain that the pressure drop and subsequent return to normal was a problem, not able to compute external service done by a human it knew nothing about.

      Then it convinced itself that due to the pressure loss, the rotor was on the verge of imminent failure though they were sitting on the ground and the engines were off. She didn’t start the twin turbine engines or let them have any fuel, but she started the Auxiliary Power Unit and let the APU cycle the engines once. That cleared its miniscule computer brain. She shut down the power. The HUMS, well, hummed at her, happily green across the entire screen. She shut that system down as well.

      The large LCD screens across the control panel went dark, and now the only light was the soft glow beside the few mechanical instruments that were there in case the electronics were blown. Beyond the windshield, night had fallen. There were still a few lights over at tables across the runway and small groups gathered around them.

      Denise threw the last switch. The lights died, and now she sat alone in the dar—

      “How’s it going?”

      She yelped. She didn’t mean to, but she did. A totally girly sound of surprise.

      “Sorry, sorry.” Though she couldn’t see him, Vern’s voice was close outside the open pilot’s door, not more than a foot from her elbow. For an instant he rested a steadying hand on her arm.

      “Vern, you jerk. First you break my new helicopter, then you sneak up to scare the daylights out of me? What’s up with that?”

      “Sorry.” His deep voice did sound contrite. He was long, lean, and had a voice to soothe wild animals. The man should not be allowed to run around loose.

      “You owe me!” He did. A new heart. Because her present one was cranking at liftoff speed and still might fly away without her at any moment.

      His silhouette crossed in front of the camp lights outside the windscreen as he did that lazy mosey thing that pilots did so well and circled around the helo’s nose to the copilot’s seat.

      She didn’t leave, didn’t gather her tablet computer with its checklists, didn’t… She simply waited until he’d climbed aboard beside her and then leaned back against the seat. The seats were comfortable enough—they had to be for the pilots to fly the hours they did every day—but they weren’t loungers. They kept the pilot upright and facing forward.

      Vern somehow managed to lounge in the seat anyway.

      She became intensely aware that she was in his normal seat. Her toes could barely reach the rudder pedals because they were set for his long legs. She’d need to raise the seat several inches for a clear view over the top of the T-shaped console. The base of the T started on the deck between their two seats. After curving up until it was above their knees, it then branched to either side at the height of a car’s dashboard. His hands would rest right on the controls that—

      Denise jerked her hands into her lap milliseconds before she rested her hands over where his would normally be.

      “Like we’re at a drive-in movie.” A hint of reflected light showed the joystick was moving. Vern must be nudging the cyclic around with gentle taps of his fingertips. The one rising between her legs brushed the inside of her knee.

      She didn’t move, but she did shiver. Curiously, her nerves insisted it was a good shiver, one that warmed rather chilled her skin.

      The two controls were linked together so that either pilot could fly the craft at any moment. It was as if he were somehow sitting on her side of the cockpit as well. If she reached out and touched the cyclic, she’d feel his small motions…which was way too personal.

      “I’m not your girl.” She’d never been to a drive-in movie. She hadn’t been…wasn’t the sort of girl that boys took to the movies.

      “Seem to have noticed you weren’t.” His tone had a definite duh quality to it. “How’s Jasper?”

      “Okay,” she guessed. The relationship had fizzled and finally died a quiet death a month ago, but she hadn’t told anyone. She didn’t like failure in any form, including when it was mutual. Subject change. “I’m so sorry. I should never have certified this helo for flight without—”

      “What did you find?” With a wave of his hand that she could barely see in the dim light coming through the windshield, he brushed her apology aside as if it hadn’t been her fault.

      She reached into her work-vest pocket and offered him the six-inch piece of offending hose line. It was as big around as her thumb. She braced her eyes for the shock of a cabin light, but instead he held it out before him. He was holding it so that the camp lights across the runway would glance along the surface.

      “That doesn’t look right.”

      “Duh!” She felt pretty good about the casual sound. It came out correctly, not her normal too-awkward-to-live sound when she tried such things. “There’s a split blown right through the sidewall.”

      “Not that, this.” He didn’t hand it back to her. He leaned over until their shoulders were almost brushing and she could smell the soap he’d used to shower. He held the hose out in front of her and twisted it back and forth slowly. She had to shift her position to get the distant camp lights to shine along the surface. A millimeter more and they’d be rubbing shoulders. It was so tempting to let herself take any comfort in—

      “What’s that nick?” And how had she missed it and a pilot caught it?

      “This bird used to be Army before we picked it up used and converted it, right?”

      “Sure, though it was the Sikorsky factory that converted it for us.” She winced and clamped her mouth shut to stop herself. She was always correcting people to get things exactly correct, which she’d been told in no uncertain terms was one of her less charming habits.

      Denise was torn between studying the hose and considering whether or not to lean against Vern and feel human contact for a moment. She didn’t miss Jasper.

      Not at all.

      Which was information she’d only processed at this moment—a feeling supported by the fact that she’d thought in the general terms of their relationship ending a month ago, and not counting the twenty-seven days that had actually passed. Or was it twenty-eight? While she might not miss him, she did long for the casual intimacy of being with someone. She’d liked the human contact while it lasted and missed it.

      But this was Vern Taylor, the handsomest flyboy in MHA and one of her coworkers—an absolute recipe for disaster. Men like him didn’t notice women like her when they could have any cute girl passing through Hood River, Oregon, to windsurf the Columbia Gorge. What was she thinking? He always hooked up with the tall, loud, flashy ones who laughed brightly and easily. And probably gave the same way.

      Personally, she’d never found sex to be the least bit easy. Occasionally good, but it complicated all matters and everything connected with them.

      Like easing right on the cyclic to tip the rotor swash plate, she pulled away from Vern enough to create a small distance between them. But she didn’t shift so far that she couldn’t still see the hose…or sense the warmth of his closeness on her cheek.

      “This Black Hawk…” Denise had to swallow to clear the lonely taste her thoughts had left in her throat, as if the emotion was a bad flavor. “It served with the 101st Airborne, the Screaming Eagles. Three tours, I think.”

      Jasper had always been on her about how precise she was about everything. Four miles, not three miles to the nearest restaurant—rounded up from three-point-eight-five. Sixty-five degrees outside, not in the sixties.

      It’s seven thirty-eight, when asked the time. She wasn’t being fussy; it was simply how she thought about things. She’d slowly been forced to append most of her conversations with I think or about or somewhere around until she stuttered like a mistuned radial engine.

      Well, she was done with that.

      “Three tours.” She repeated definitively, then added the beginning and ending dates of service because she knew the history of every one of her birds from the moment they flew off the assembly line—and to hell with any man who didn’t like it.

      Except for Firehawk Oh-Two. That helicopter had been replaced last winter, but she’d never been able to uncover why. It was identical in every way, except for the frame number. And when she’d pushed, she’d not only been stonewalled. She’d been told flat out that questions were unwelcome and were a job-level didn’t need to know. Finally, when she still didn’t back down, her questions were deemed a security-level risk.

      With no explanation, she didn’t trust the craft, even though every one of her own maintenance log records were there. Without telling anyone else why, she’d had her team help strip the bird down and put it back together, but it was as flawless as any aircraft she’d ever seen. Yet it still wasn’t the bird she’d sent to Australia last year to fight bushfires.

      She wondered if Vern knew what had happened, but she’d guess not. He hadn’t traveled with the two Firehawks when they’d split off from the rest of the MHA team to fight a different bushfire.

      Vern didn’t comment about her elaborate precision and total command of Firehawk Oh-Three’s service record. He was once more inspecting the hose in the distant camp lights. She no longer had any excuse to remain leaning so close, so she sat back in the pilot’s seat. But now she could feel his shape in the shapeless pilot’s seat. How pathetic was she?

      “That’s a bullet crease.”

      “It’s what?” She rapped his ribs hard with her elbow as she leaned back over to see.

      “Easy there, Wrench. You could hurt a fella. See?” He held it out again.

      “You’re right. It looks like the bullet cut through the first layer or two of the hose. How did you know?”

      “Flying Coast Guard isn’t only about pulling idiot tourists out of riptides.”

      Coast Guard? How had she not known that about him? If he’d been one of her helos, she would have.

      Denise tried to see Vern more clearly. His dim silhouette looked the same. Mr. Casual and Easygoing being a former US Coast Guard helicopter pilot was hard to reconcile.

      Though it did make a certain kind of sense. He’d been steady as a rock while his helo trailed smoke. The sideslip to check his smoke trail and then straightening out without ever breaking formation spoke of lots of practice with emergency situations.

      Maybe there was more to Vern Taylor than merely being a charming flyboy with nothing but sex on his mind.
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      Vern had to make a joke. Something—no matter how feeble—before Denise’s proximity totally overwhelmed his common sense and any shred of decency a man had to maintain around such a woman. This wasn’t a bar babe. This was Denise-frickin’-Conroy.

      “Your precious helicopter had a rough childhood.” Yeah, there was a distraction that had possibilities.

      He’d been hyper-consciously aware of her from the moment he’d touched her arm after spooking her. Which was not a good thing. First off, Jasper was an okay guy, mostly. Though Vern had never much liked him. But if he was Denise’s choice, he must be okay.

      “You know”—he patted the helo’s main console as if soothing an unruly child—“street thug, gang wars, drive-by shootings. It’s a tough life being an Army helo, but, hey, someone has to do it.”

      He let his mouth ramble as he breathed her in. Her scent, a crazy mix of woman and mechanic’s grease, of hot metal and warm female, was making his head spin worse than when the #2 PRI SERVO PRESS warning had blinked on.

      “This hose…” She brushed a long, delicate finger across the bullet crease as if to confirm its existence.

      He felt the motion through his fingertips where he still held the failed piece of hose. It felt as if he’d been electroshocked where, well, you weren’t supposed to feel for another man’s woman.

      “It must have caught a nick. Not bad enough to fail, but enough to create a weak point. It was on the side away from what I could see with a visual inspection.” Denise had a soft voice, all out of keeping with the tough exterior she projected. There was a gentleness to it he’d never noticed before.

      “Right.” Vern kicked his brain to keep it running because his own personal Auxiliary Power Unit was thinking thoughts that made him glad it was dark in the helo’s cockpit. “It was lurking until the time was right.”

      “Until the time was right? For what?”

      “Sure.” He swallowed hard and wished she’d lean back in her seat. He wished he was still in the predictable poker game he could see continuing under the camp lights. If he had stayed there instead of coming over to check on how she was doing, she wouldn’t be mere inches away making every nerve jangle on full alarm. “It, uh, was waiting for a chance to embarrass me on my second day solo.”

      “You think this bit of hose was lying in wait for you before failing? You are going to take it personally? It’s a hose.”

      “I take everything personally.”

      By the shimmer of glistening hair shifting and catching the reflection of distant lights, he could see her tilt her head sideways to inspect him.

      “Especially when it tries to kill me,” he added. Which is exactly what she was doing to him. He slipped the bit of hose into his pocket to give his hands something to do.
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      Unable to sleep, Denise drove back to the airfield from her townhouse at the foot of the mountain a couple hours before first light and started working on Firehawk Oh-Three. The night was cool but not chilly, one of the last warm fall nights. No one here except her, her helicopters, and the sleeping forest. She could unwind and focus in the silence.

      It didn’t take her long to find the patch over the hole made through the hull’s skin by the bullet that had nicked the hydraulic hose. After that, her inspection went much faster. She went to every single patched hole and poked around until she could figure out the trajectory of whatever had punched it. This craft had endured a rough life. She cataloged thirty-four hits that penetrated the hull and numerous grazes that had only creased the metal skin. Maybe that wasn’t much by Army standards, but it was thirty-four too many in her world.

      Bullets truly creeped her out. Her mom had been shot in a grocery store holdup and had died in her dad’s arms. It was months before he stopped flinching if Denise dropped something, like one of her schoolbooks or a fork in the kitchen. She went from a precocious nine to an adult ten in those same weeks with no one noticing, herself included.

      Well, this helicopter had been a weapon of war, and it had been shot. She hoped that whoever had flown in it was okay.

      One by one she traced each of the thirty-four lines of impact. She found scuffs and creases where rounds had hit secondary surfaces and finally spent the last of their energy. No fragments or leftover rounds. The Army mechanics had done a good job of it.

      There was a long scrape on the shaft that drove the rear rotor, but it was utterly meaningless. No damage done beyond the cosmetic. Around sunrise she found a spot where bullet number thirty-two had taken the insulation off a wire for a weapons’ system harness that no longer had any weapon to connect to. She replaced the wire anyway.

      “You been here all night, Wrench?” She’d spotted Vern when he was halfway across the field from the bunkhouse, so his silent approach didn’t alarm her this time. He came up to lean casually against the nose of the helicopter.

      He wore an unzipped fleece jacket against the cool morning. The open front revealed an overwashed fire t-shirt from a blaze two years ago. The material was so thin that it took no great effort to imagine the man underneath. None! So she looked away and returned her attention to the last two bullet trajectories. That didn’t stop her from thinking about how nice six-foot-one of lean and casual pilot looked in the first light of day.

      “Only for a few hours.”

      When he asked what she’d figured out, she eyed him carefully. “Do you actually want to know, or are you merely being polite?”

      His grin was easy. “Bit of both. I’m interested, though I don’t expect to understand a tenth of what you do. I’m a lowly pilot who breaks helos, not, you know, ‘Goddess-Incarnate Mechanic’”—he put air quotes around the title—“who can actually fix them.”

      “I should get a bumper sticker.”

      “I’ll get it for you. The polite part is terribly self-serving. If I show interest in what you’re doing to my helicopter…”

      He let it drag out making it absolutely clear that he knew it was the first half of a conventionally lame pickup line.

      “…then you’re that much more likely to take extra good care of my helo. Anything that makes you take more care of the helo is good for the preservation of my skin. I’m rather attached to my skin. I like having it intact.”

      She had to laugh. Okay, so he hadn’t gone for the pickup line about him showing interest to make her like him more. Which in fact did make her like him more. She’d bet that he knew that too, but found she didn’t care.
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