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      A smokejumper’s home is in the path of the next wildfire, until his past catches up with him.

      While on a break from fighting wildfires, smokie Tim Harada visits home—the quirky little town of Larch Creek, Alaska. The streets are named for Jack London books, the pickup trucks are all blue, and the residents are all too familiar. One in particular.

      In Macy Tyler, helicopter pilot, Tim still sees his best friend’s kid sister. Before he leaves again, she must convince the guy she’s loved all her life that during his absence she has transformed herself into a beautiful, competent woman.

      Together they must fight the past and the Alaskan wildfires to create their future after the wildfire at Larch Creek.

      “A whole lot of fun. This book is set in what people would call the real Alaska. It’s fantastic!” – Reading Reality

      [Can be read stand-alone or in series. A complete happy-ever-after with no cliffhangers.]
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      Two-Tall Tim Harada leaned over Akbar the Great’s shoulder to look out the rear door of the DC-3 airplane.

      “Ugly,” he shouted over the roar of the engine and wind.

      Akbar nodded rather than trying to speak.

      Since ugly was their day job, it didn’t bother Tim much, but this was worse than usual. It would be their fourth smokejump in nine days on the same fire. The Cottonwood Peak Fire was being a major pain in the ass, even worse than usual for a wildfire. Every time they blocked it in one direction, the swirling winds would turnabout and drive the fire toward a new point on the compass. Typical for the Siskiyou Mountains of northern California, but still a pain.

      Akbar tossed out a pair of crepe paper streamers and they watched together. The foot-wide streamers caught the wind and curled, loop-the-looped through vortices, and reversed direction at least three times. Pretty much the worst conditions possible for a parachute jump.

      “It’s what we live for!”

      Akbar nodded and Tim didn’t have to see his best friend’s face to know about the fierce wildness of his white grin on his Indian-dark face. Or the matching one his own face. Many women told him that his mixed Japanese, French-Canadian, and Oklahoman blood made him intriguingly exotic—a fact that had never hurt his prospects in the bar.

      The two of them were the First Stick smokejumpers for Mount Hood Aviation, the best firefighters of them all. The Zulies in Missoula, Montana, might argue, but Tim knew they were wrong.

      This was—however moronic—precisely what they lived for. He’d followed Akbar the Great’s lead for five years and the two of them had climbed straight to the top.

      “Race you,” Akbar shouted then got on the radio and called directions about the best line of attack to DC—who earned his nickname from his initials matching the DC-3 jump plane he piloted.

      Tim moved to give the deployment plan to the other five sticks still waiting on their seats; no need to double check it with Akbar, the best approach was obvious. Heck, this was the top crew. The other smokies barely needed the briefing; they’d all been watching through their windows as the streamers cavorted in the chaotic winds.

      Then, while DC turned to pass once more over the jump zone, he and Akbar checked each others’ gear. Hard hat with heavy mesh face shield, Nomex fire suit tight at the throat, cinched at the waist, and tucked in the boots. Parachute and reserve properly buckled, with the static line clipped to the wire above the DC-3’s jump door. Pulaski fire axe, fire shelter, personal gear bag, chain saw on a long rope tether, gas can…the list went on, and through long practice took them under ten seconds to verify.

      Tim’s body ached, his head swam with fatigue, and he was already hungry though they’d eaten a full meal at base camp an hour ago and a couple energy bars on the short flight back to the fire. All the symptoms were typical for a long fire.

      DC called them on close approach. Once more Akbar leaned out the door, staying low enough for Tim to lean out over him. Not too tough as Akbar was a total shrimp and Tim had earned the Two-Tall nickname for being two Akbars tall. He wasn’t called Akbar the Great for his height, but rather for his powerful build and unstoppable energy on the fire line.

      “Let’s get it done and…” Tim shouted in Akbar’s ear as they approached the jump point.

      “…come home to Mama!” and Akbar was gone.

      Tim actually hesitated before launching himself after Akbar and ended up a hundred yards behind him.

      Come home to Mama? Akbar had always finished the line, Go get the girls. Ever since the wedding, Akbar had gotten all weird in the head. Just because he was married and happy was no excuse to—

      The static line yanked his chute. He dropped below the tail of the DC-3—always felt as if he had to duck, but doorways on the ground did the same thing to him—and the chute caught air and jerked him hard in the groin.

      The smoke washed across the sky. High, thin cirrus clouds promised an incoming weather change, but wasn’t going to help them much today. The sun was still pounding the wilderness below with a scorching, desiccating heat that turned trees into firebrands at a single spark.

      The Cottonwood Peak Fire was chewing across some hellacious terrain. Hillsides so steep that some places required mountaineering gear to go chase the flames. Hundred-and-fifty foot Doug firs popping off like fireworks. Ninety-six thousand acres, seventy percent contained and a fire as angry as could be that they were beating it down.

      Tim yanked on the parachute’s control lines as the winds caught him and tried to fling him back upward into the sky. On a jump like this a smokie spent as much time making sure that the chute didn’t tangle with itself in the chaotic winds as he did trying to land somewhere reasonable.

      Akbar had called it right though. They had to hit high on this ridge and hold it. If not, that uncontained thirty percent of the wildfire was going to light up a whole new valley to the east and the residents of Hornbrook, California were going to have a really bad day.

      His chute spun him around to face west toward the heart of the blaze. Whoever had rated this as seventy percent contained clearly needed his head examined. Whole hillsides were still alight with flame. It was only because the MHA smokies had cut so many firebreaks over the last eight days, combined with the constant pounding of the big Firehawk helicopters dumping retardant loads every which way, that the whole mountain range wasn’t on fire.

      Tim spotted Akbar. Below and to the north. Damn but that guy could fly a chute. Tim dove hard after him.

      Come home to Mama! Yeesh! But the dog had also found the perfect lady. Laura Jenson: wilderness guide, expert horsewoman—who was still trying to get Tim up on one of her four-legged beasts again—and who was crazy good for Akbar. But it was as if Tim no longer recognized his best friend.

      They used to crawl out of a fire, sack out in the bunks for sixteen-straight, then go hit the bars. What do I do for a living? I parachute out of airplanes to fight wildfires by hand. It wowed the women every time, gained them pick of the crop.

      Now when Akbar hit the ground, Laura would be waiting in her truck and they’d disappear to her little cabin in the woods. What was up with that anyway?

      Tim looked down and cursed. He should have been paying more attention. Akbar was headed into the center of the only decent clearing, and Tim was on the verge of overflying the ridge and landing in the next county.

      He yanked hard on the righthand control of his chute, swung in a wide arc, and prayed that the wind gods would be favorable just this once. They were, by inches. Instead of smacking face first into the drooping top of a hemlock that he hadn’t seen coming, he swirled around it, receiving only a breath-stealing slap to the ribs, and dropped in close beside Akbar.

      “Akbar the Great rules!”

      His friend demanded a high five for making a cleaner landing than Tim’s before he began stuffing away his chute.

      In two minutes, the chutes were in their stuff bags and they’d shifted over to firefighting mode. The next two sticks dropped into the space they vacated. Krista nailed her landing more cleanly than Tim or Akbar had. Jackson ate an aspen, but it was only a little one, so he was on the ground fine, but he had to cut down the tree to recover his chute. Didn’t matter; they had to clear the whole ridge anyway—except everyone now had an excuse to tease him.
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      Forty hours later Tim had spent thirty hours non-stop on the line and ten crashed face first into his bunk. Those first thirty had been a grueling battle of clearing the ridgeline and scraping the earth down to mineral soils. The heat had been obscene as the fire climbed the face of the ridge, rising until it had towered over them in a wall of raging orange and thick, smoke-swirl black thirty stories high.

      The glossy black-and-racing-flame painted dots of the MHA Firehawks had looked insignificant as they dove, dropping eight tons of bright-red retardant alongside the fire or a thousand gallons of water directly on the flames as called for. The smaller MD 500s were on near-continuous call-up to douse hotspots where sparks had jumped the line. Emily, Jeannie, and Vern, their three night-drop certified pilots, had flown straight through the night to help them kill it. Mickey and the others rejoining the battle at daybreak.

      Twice they’d been within minutes of having to run and once they were within seconds of deploying their fire shelters, but they’d managed to beat it back each time. There was a reason that smokejumpers were called on a Type I wildfire incident. They delivered. And the Mount Hood Aviation smokies had a reputation of being the best in the business; once again they’d delivered on that as well.

      Tim had hammered face down into his bunk, too damn exhausted to shower first. Which meant his sheets were now char-smeared and he’d have to do a load of laundry. He dropped down out of the top bunk, shifting sideways to not land on Akbar if he swung out of the lower bunk at the same moment…except he wasn’t there.

      Akbar’s sheets were neat and clean, the blanket tucked in. Tim’s were the only set of boots on the tiny bit of floor the two of them usually jostled for. Akbar now stayed overnight in the bunkhouse only if Laura was out on a wilderness tour ride with her horses.

      Tim thought about swapping his sheets for Akbar’s clean ones, but it hardly seemed worth the effort if the guy wasn’t here to see it.

      Following tradition, Tim went down the hall, kicking the doors and receiving back curses from the crashed-out smokies. The MHA base camp had been a summer camp for Boy Scouts or something way too many years ago. The halls were narrow and the doors thin.

      “Doghouse!” he hollered as he went. He raised a fist to pound on Krista’s door when a voice shouted from behind it.

      “You do that, Harada, and I’m gonna squish your tall ass down to Akbar’s runt size.”

      That was of course a challenge and he beat on her door with a quick rattle of both fists before sprinting for the safety of the men’s showers.

      Relative safety.

      He was all soaped up in the doorless plywood shower stall, when a bucket of ice-cold water blasted him back against the wall.

      He yelped! He couldn’t help himself. She must have dipped it from the glacier-fed stream that ran behind the camp it was so freaking cold.

      Her raucous laugh said that maybe she had.

      He considered that turnabout might be fair play, but with Krista a guy never knew. If he hooked up a one-and-a-half inch fire hose, she might get even with a three hundred-gallon helicopter drop. And then… Maybe he’d try shaming her into buying the first round at the Doghouse Inn.

      Tim resoaped and scrubbed and knew he’d still missed some patches of black. The steel sheets attached to the wall as mirrors were as useless now as they’d been before decades of Boy Scouts had tried to carve their initials into them. Usually he and Akbar checked each other because a smokejumper ended up with char stains in the strangest spots.

      But Akbar wasn’t here.

      Tim didn’t dare wait for any of the others. If he was caught still in the shower by all the folks he’d rousted from their sacks, it wouldn’t turn out well.

      He made it back to his room in one piece. The guys who’d showered last night were already on their way out. Good, they’d grab the table before he got down into town and hit the Doghouse Inn. The grimy ones still weren’t moving fast enough to catch him.

      Tim had slept through breakfast and after the extreme workout of a long fire his stomach was being pretty grouchy about that.
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      As Macy Tyler prepared for it, she regretted saying yes to a date with Brett Harrison. She regretted not breaking the date the second after she’d made it. And she hoped that by the time the evening with Brett Harrison was over she wouldn’t regret not dying of some exotic Peruvian parrot flu earlier in the day.

      Just because they’d both lived in Larch Creek, Alaska their entire lives was not reason enough for her to totally come apart. Was it?

      Actually it was nothing against Brett particularly. But she knew she was still borderline psychotic about men. It was her first date since punching out her fiancé at the altar, and the intervening six months had not been sufficient for her to be completely rational on the subject.

      After fussing for fifteen minutes, she gave herself up as a lost cause. Macy hanked her dark, dead straight, can’t-do-crap-with-it hair back in a long ponytail, put on a bra just because—it was mostly optional with her lame build, and pulled on a t-shirt. Headed for the door, she caught sight of herself in the hall mirror and saw which t-shirt she’d grabbed: Helicopter Pilots Get It Up Faster.

      She raced back to her bedroom and switched it out for: People Fly Airplanes, Pilots Fly Helicopters. And knocked apart her ponytail in the process. Hearing Brett’s pickup on the gravel street, she left her hair down, grabbed a denim jacket, and headed for the door again.

      Macy hurried out and didn’t give Brett time to climb down and open the door of his rattletrap Ford truck for her, if he’d even thought of it.

      “Look nice, Macy,” was all the greeting he managed which made her feel a little better about the state of her own nerves.

      He drove into town, which was actually a bit ridiculous, but he’d insisted he would pick her up. Town was four blocks long and she only lived six blocks from the center of it. They rolled down Buck Street, up Spitz Lane, and across Dave Court to Jack London Avenue—which had the grandest name but was only two blocks long because of a washout at one end and the back of the pharmacy-gas station at the other.

      To locals, the north side of town was simply The Call because all of the northern streets were named for characters from The Call of the Wild.

      French Pete and Jack London had sailed the Alaskan seaways together. So, as streets were added, the founders had made sure they were named after various of London’s books. Those who lived in The Fang to the south were stuck with characters from White Fang for their addresses including: Grey Beaver Boulevard, Weedon Way, and Lip-lip Lane.

      Macy wished that she and French Pete’s Native Alaskan mate Hilma—he went on to marry an Englishwoman long after he’d left and probably forgotten Larch Creek and Hilma—hadn’t been separated by a century of time; the woman must have really been something.

      Macy tried to start a conversation with Brett, but rapidly discovered that she’d forgotten to bring her brain along on this date and couldn’t think of a thing to say.

      They hit the main street at the foot of Hal’s Folly—the street was only the length of the gas station, named for the idiot who drove a dogsled over thin ice and died for it in London’s book. It was pure irony that the street was short and steep. When it was icy, the Folly could send the incautious shooting across the town’s main street and off into Larch Creek—which was much more of a river than a creek. The street froze in early October, but the river was active enough that a body didn’t want to go skidding out onto the ice before mid-November.

      Brett drove them up past the contradictory storefronts which were all on the high side of the road—the low side and occasionally the road itself disappeared for a time during the spring floods. The problem was that almost all of the buildings were from the turn of the century, but half were from the turn of this century and half were from the turn before. The town had languished during the 1900s and only experienced a rebirth over the last few decades.

      Old log cabins and modern stick-framed buildings with generous windows stood side by side. Mason’s Galleria was an ultramodern building of oddly-shaded glass and no right angles.

      One of the town mysteries was how Zenobia Mason kept the art gallery in business when Larch Creek attracted so few tourists. Macy’s favorite suggestion was that the woman—who was always dressed in the sharpest New York clothes and spoke so fast that no one could understand her—was actually a front for the Alaskan mafia come to rule Larch Creek. Everyone agreed they were safe because the Alaskan mafia would move at true Alaskan speed. It could be the next turn of the century before they acted.

      This newest, most modern building in town was tight beside the oldest and darkest structure.

      French Pete’s, where Brett parked his truck, was the anchor at the center of town and glowered out at all of the other structures. The heavy-log, two-story building dominated Parisian Way—as the main street of Larch Creek was named by the crazy French prospector who founded the town in the late-1800s. He’d named the trading post after himself and the town after the distinctive trees that painted the surrounding hills yellow every fall.

      French Pete had moved on, but a Tlingit woman he’d brought with him stayed and bore him a son after his departure. It was Hilma who had made sure the town thrived.

      There had been a recent upstart movement to rename the town because having the town of Larch Creek on Larch Creek kept confusing things. Rive Gauche was the current favorite during heavy drinking at French Pete’s because the town was on the left bank of Larch Creek. Driving in on the only road, the whole town was on the left bank; like the heart of Paris. The change had never made it past the drinking stage, so most folk ignored the whole topic, but it persisted on late Saturday nights.

      Macy took strength from the town. She had loved it since her first memories. And merely because she’d been dumb enough to agree to a date with Brett, she wasn’t going to blame Larch Creek for that.

      Well, not much. Perhaps, if there were more than five hundred folk this side of Liga Pass, there would be a single man that she could date who didn’t know every detail of her life. She still clung onto the idea that she’d find a decent man somewhere among the chaff.

      Dreamer!

      That wasn’t entirely fair. After all, some of them, like Brett, were decent enough.

      The problem was that she, in turn, knew every detail of their lives. Macy had gone to school with each of them for too many years and knew them all too well. A lot of her classmates left at a dead run after graduation and were now up in Fairbanks, though very few went further afield.

      The thirty-mile trip back to Larch Creek from the city might as well be three hundred for how often they visited. The first half of the trip was on Interstate 4 which was kept open year round. But once a soul left the main highway, the road narrowed and twisted ten miles over Liga Pass with harsh hairpins and little forgiveness. It didn’t help that it was closed as often as it was open in the winter months. The last five miles were through the valley’s broad bottom land.

      The town was four blocks long from the Unitarian church at the north end of town, which was still a movie theater on Friday and Saturday nights—except when it became the grange hall for a dance or potluck—to the garage at the south end. The houses crawled up the hills to the east. And the west side of the fast-running, glacier-fed river, where the forested hills rose in an abrupt escarpment, belonged to bear, elk, and wolf.

      Only Old Man Parker had a place on that side, unable to cross during fall freeze-up or spring melt-out. But he and his girlfriend didn’t come into town much even when the way was open across running water or thick ice. Any damn fool suggests building a bridge and he’ll have my shotgun to answer to. No one suggested a bridge.

      The main road ran north to meet the highway to Fairbanks, and in the other direction ended five miles south at Tena. Tena simply meant trail in the Tanana dialect and added another twenty-eight families to the area. The foot trail out of Tena lead straight toward the massif of Denali’s twenty-thousand foot peak which made the valley into a picture postcard.

      Some British wit had passed through and pointed out that, back in the UK, Tena was a line of incontinence products, including absorbent pads for women. When he’d attempted to tease them about it, they’d driven him out of town. To show they didn’t care, the general store had stocked no other brand since.

      Macy did her best to draw strength from the valley and mountain during the short drive to French Pete’s. Once they hit Parisian Way, a bit of her brain returned. She even managed a polite inquiry about Brett’s construction business and was pretty pleased at having done so. Thankfully they were close, so his answer was kept brief.

      “Mostly it’s about shoring up people’s homes before winter hits. There are only a couple new homes a year and Danny gets most of those.” He sounded bitter, it was a rivalry that went back to the senior prom and Cheryl Dahl, the prettiest Tanana girl in town.

      The fact that Brett and Danny drank together most Saturdays and Cheryl had married Mike Nichol—the one she’d accompanied to the prom—and had three equally beautiful children in Anchorage had done nothing to ease their epic rivalry.

      Or perhaps it was because Brett’s blue pickup had a bumper sticker that said America Is Under Construction and Danny’s blue truck had a drawing of his blue bulldozer that read Vogon Constructor Fleet—specialist in BIG jobs.

      “Small towns,” Macy said in the best sympathetic tone she could muster. It was difficult to not laugh in his face, because it was so small-town of them.

      “This place looks wackier every time,” they’d stopped in front of French Pete’s. “Carl has definitely changed something, just can’t pick it out.”

      Macy looked up in surprise. The combined bar and restaurant appeared no different to her. Big dark logs made a structure two-stories high with a steep roof to shed the snow. A half dozen broad steps led up to a deep porch that had no room for humans; it was jammed with Carl Deville’s collection of stuff.

      Your junk. My stuff, Carl would always say when teased about it by some unwary tourist. After such an unthinking comment, they were then as likely to find horseradish in their turkey sandwich as not.

      There was the broken Iditarod sled from Vic Hornbeck’s failed race bid in the late 1970s piled high with dropped elk antlers. An Elks Lodge hat from Poughkeepsie, New York still hung over one handle of the sled. The vintage motorcycle of the guy who had come through on his way to solo climb up Denali from the north along Muldrow Glacier and descend to the south by Cassin Ridge was still there, buried under eleven years of detritus. Whether he made the crossing and didn’t come back or died on the mountain, no one ever knew.

      Man asked me to hold it for him a bit, Carl would offer in his deep laconic style when asked by some local teen who lusted after the wheels. Don’t see no need to hustle it out from under him. ‘Sides, the baby girl he left in Carol Swenson’s belly whilst he was here is ten now. Mayhaps she’ll want it at sixteen.

      There was an old wooden lobster pot—that Macy had never understood because the Gulf of Alaska to the south wasn’t all that much closer than the Beaufort Sea to the north and the pot looked like it was from Maine—with a garden gnome-sized bare-breasted hula dancer standing inside it; her ceramic paint worn to a patina by too many Alaskan winters spent topless and out of doors.

      A hundred other objects were scattered about including worn-out gold panning equipment, a faded For Rent sign on a couple of plastic river kayaks that might have once been green and sky blue before the sun leached out all color—though she’d never seen them move. And propped in the corner was the wooden propeller from Macy’s first plane that she’d snapped when her wheel had caught in an early hole in the permafrost up near Nenana. That was before she’d switched to helicopters. She’d spent a week there before someone could fly in a replacement.

      “Looks the same to me.”

      Brett eyed her strangely as he held open the door.

      And just like that she knew she’d blown what little hope this date had right out of the water. Brett had been trying to make conversation and she’d done her true-false test. It wasn’t like she was anal, it was more like everyone simply treated her as if she was.

      Inside was dark, warm, and equally cluttered. A century or more of oddbits had been tacked to the walls: old photos, snowshoes strung with elk hide, a rusted circular blade several feet across from the old sawmill that had closed back in the sixties, and endless other bits and pieces that Carl and his predecessors had gathered.

      He claimed direct lineage back to French Pete Deville, through Hilma. It wasn’t hard to believe; Carl looked like he’d been born behind the bar. Looked like he might die there too.

      The fiction section of the town library lined one long wall of French Pete’s. Most of the non-fiction was down at the general store. Any mechanical guides were by the store’s coffee machine because the pharmacy-gas station was next door. Religion and movies were across town in the movie house-church-grange hall’s lobby.

      Carl didn’t have any kin, though he might as well have.

      Natalie, the ten-year-old daughter of Carol Swenson and the mountain climber with the left-behind motorcycle, was sitting up on a high barstool playing chess against Carl. It was a place she could be found most days when there wasn’t school and Carol was busy over at the general store and post office.

      Natty was such a fixture that over the last few years everyone had pretty much come to expect her to take over French Pete’s someday.

      Macy scanned the tables hoping that no one would recognize her, fat chance in a community the size of Larch Creek.

      And then she spotted the big table back in the corner beneath the moose-antler chandelier. It was packed.

      Oh crap! She’d forgotten it was Sunday.

      Too late to run for cover, she guided Brett in the other direction to a table in the corner. She managed to sit with her back to her father’s expression of mock horror. That she could deal with.

      But it would have been easier if Mom hadn’t offered a smile and a wink.
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      Tim’s gut was now rumbling in anticipation of brunch.

      He drove down off the mountain from the high camp used by Mount Hood Aviation. It was a gray, drizzling July day. The kind that promised no new fires. It was the first good soaking the forests had received in months, but it wasn’t ripping through in some violent whorl of thunder and a storm of lightning to kick off another fifty fires. Just a slow Pacific Northwest drizzle, warm and muggy.

      As he drove down the winding road toward the town of Hood River, he remembered when such days had chaffed at him. As a rookie smokejumper all he cared about was that he was only paid when he was on the jump. No fires meant no money which meant fewer cool toys.

      Five years up in the mountains and the remote wilderness had taught him about the hell that the landscape paid, and the people. Steve Mercer, MHA’s drone pilot, would never walk right again because of an accident as a smokie. Tim had lost both friends and mentors in the jump and in the fire. He’d lost five to a vehicle accident one year; a wilderness tanker truck bringing out a team after they’d beaten the fire, had swung wide on a back logging road. The sodden shoulder had given away and they’d rolled all the way down the high bank into the Rogue River. Anyone that survived the roll had drowned trapped in the vehicle.

      If Mother Nature wanted to give Tim a rain break, he’d take it happily. Not that he’d ever let another smokie know that, not even Akbar. He had his pride after all.

      The Doghouse Inn was packed. The soft rain had also chased all of the windsurfers out of the Columbia Gorge. So even though it was more brunch than lunchtime, the place was thick with immensely fit young women in tight t-shirts and shorts. There were men too, but playing the smokejumper card always trumped anything they could bring to the table, so they didn’t count.

      “Tim!” Amy came out from behind the bar and laid on one of her hugs. Damn but women weren’t supposed to feel that good, especially when they were married to the cook who had fists the size of bowling balls.

      “Hey beautiful!” he did the catch-and-release thing, but still felt better for it. Shot a wave to Gerald in the back.

      The guys were at the central table: Mickey, Gordon, and Vern, the pilots of the small MD 500 helicopters. Mickey waved him over, but the open seat by Vern had better positioning on a group of hot windsurfers.

      Then he spotted Akbar and Laura off to the side at a small table against the wall; he had to go over and give them shit for doing the couple thing. He took the iced tea Amy held out for him, signaled for Vern to hold the seat next to him, and headed for Akbar.

      “Akbar the Great, holding hands in public. Never thought I’d see the day,” Tim hooked over a chair, spun it backwards to show he wasn’t staying for long, and sat down at the table partway into the aisle.

      That left him facing the giant Snoopy World War I fighting ace painted on the wood-paneled wall. The entire interior of the Doghouse was covered floor to ceiling with photos of dogs and their crazy doghouses, except the one wall where Snoopy dominated the landscape in his never ending battle with the Red Baron.

      Akbar raised his hand, which lifted Laura’s as well, “Yeah, who’d have thought.”

      “Ruined a perfectly good bachelor there, Laura.” Tim was looking for some good tease but the two of them ate it up. He’d been best man at their wedding and it still struck him as plenty strange.

      “Proud to have. Of course I hadn’t pictured falling for an arrogant, full-of-himself smokejumper.”

      “I’m only arrogant if I don’t live up to my reputation.”

      Laura ignored her husband, “I always pictured some nice, sophisticated quiet type like…you.” She spoiled her tease with a delightful giggle.

      “Ah, if I’d met you first, lady—”

      She shook her head, “Too much of a good thing, Tim. I’d have overdosed. I settled for Akbar and that has worked out fine for me.”

      Tim drank back a large hit of his iced tea, but his throat felt no less dry for it. If only he didn’t like Laura, it would be easier. But he’d put his seal of approval on her way back when the two of them were first dating and she’d never given him a single reason to take it back. They were amazing together. But the thing was, they were…together.

      And he was sitting here being a third wheel.

      “Did you hear that we’re supposed to get rain for a week?” Akbar kept Tim in his seat a moment longer.

      Tim hadn’t.

      “Henderson said we’re going dark. A whole week off in July, how’s that for a crazy-ass thing? Because, you know climate change isn’t a thing, right? Idiots.” Akbar’s tone expressed any smokies shared disgust for the idiots in Washington, DC. “Anyway, even the Bureau of Land Management smoke teams are being pulled off the remaining fires because the rains are doing their work for them. MHA is totally off the hook for seven days…as long as we keep our phones with us, of course.”

      “Of course,” Tim echoed. A week off. He looked over his shoulder at the guys playing the game. Not a single woman there was a week-off sort. These were several one night stands or hot-and-heavy weekend flings. And there were definitely no Laura Jensons there; not a one.

      A week?

      Normally he could fill a week with a whole string of hot women, but sitting here with Akbar and Laura, it didn’t feel so tempting.

      He turned back to them and tried to slide into his usual form but it didn’t find any traction.

      “Crap, Akbar. Do you have to look so damned happy?”

      “Yeah,” Akbar raised their joined hands again. “Always second place, Tim. Number Two man on my jump stick. Now third wheel left standing out in the rain,” he bent forward to kiss Laura’s fingers on her wedding ring.

      Tim felt the blow as if it had gone straight to his gut. If he’d had more in his gut than iced tea, he’d probably have been sick from the power of it.

      He didn’t see the signal that passed between them. It was too fast, too effortless, too…couple-based. Laura somehow warned Akbar he’d crossed the line without her making any big deal of it. The two of them had moved on to some other level that Tim was no longer a part of.

      “Shit! Sorry, man,” Akbar really did look sorry. “Didn’t come out right, Tim. Not at all.”

      “No problem,” Tim should be laughing it off, would have even six months ago. But he wasn’t. It was just normal teasing between them. They’d each slung far worse crap at each other over the years. After you’d been through as many close calls on a fire as the two of them had, with no one else to rely on but each other, what did a few jibbing words mean? Despite that, this time it stung.

      He looked up at Snoopy, but the dog was busy with battles of his own.

      “No problem,” he repeated. He rose to his feet and looked at the empty chair by Vern. Like a good friend, the man had laid the babe groundwork for him; a leggy brunette was already casually eyeing Tim. It was tempting, but lately—even on the nights he’d chosen to play the game—he had more often ended up in his own bed rather than some willing lady’s. For a moment he wondered when that trend had begun. Since back before Akbar met Laura…which mean what? He shrugged it off.

      He peeled a couple dollars out of his wallet and dropped them beside his half-finished iced tea.

      “You two have a great week. Laura, you’ve got the best man I’ve ever known, even when he’s an idiot. You hang on tight.”

      He whacked Akbar on top of the head for old-time’s sake and headed for the door.

      Akbar caught up with him out in the gray rain halfway to his truck.

      “Hey Tim. You okay man? Look, what I said back there—”

      “We’re fine, Akbar. Just my own garbage I guess. Think maybe I’ll go home.”

      “Up to the base? I’ll come up later and we’ll make some plans. Go fishing or something.”

      Home. Tim looked up into the rain and let the drops patter down on his face. He hadn’t had a home in years; he’d just been living in temporary quarters. Jumpbases in Colorado, California, and now Oregon. And the last few years MHA had been running off-season contracts down in Australia which had been a kick. Australian women were much more relaxed than their American counterparts.

      But home?

      He looked back down at his friend and punched him hard on the arm.

      “Ow! What was that for?” Akbar’s solid smokie-fit frame didn’t waver in the slightest despite the power Tim had put behind the blow.

      “That was for finding such an amazing woman that you ruin it for the rest of us.”

      His grin was electric as always, “Yep! Jackpot on that one. Sure you want to go home? Come back in and have something to eat.”

      Tim wasn’t hungry. The thought of one of the Doghouse’s monster mushroom and bacon burgers with a smoky barbeque sauce—a Smokejumper Deluxe, just didn’t do it for him today.

      Then he thought about a moose burger with onion rings back home at French Pete’s and wondered if Carl had changed the grease in the fryer since the last time Tim had been in Alaska. It had been a couple years, so the chances were at least fair.

      “Thanks, buddy, but no thanks,” Tim looked down at his friend. “It’s time I went home. I’ll call you from Alaska.”

      “Alaska?” The look of shock on Akbar’s face made it all the sweeter.
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