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      Moon eyes,” Stacy whispered.

      “I tell you what I’m gonna do,” Maggie didn’t even bother turning around. “This chiquita is going to poke out the eyes of those two niños pequeños and feed them to the pigeons.” Being a Latina woman from Astoria, Oregon meant she didn’t pull out her Spanish very often, but these little boys were getting irritating.

      “Too bad there aren’t any pigeons around here.”

      “Why you gotta spoil a girl’s fun, huh? Just because you got Curt to put that pretty ring on your finger?” Maggie traded a grin with the Firebirds’ Number One pilot.

      “Yep. Must be why I do it.” Stacy’s voice went all dreamy in a way that no man was ever going to hear from Maggie Torres’ lips.

      She dug around in her toolbox until she found a nice thirty-inch long crowbar, nearly half as long as she was. “They still there?”

      Stacy made a show of moving to check something in the MD 520N helicopter’s cockpit, not that anything there mattered until Maggie finished servicing the engine.

      “Uh-huh. About ten feet off your six.”

      It was cracking ninety today in the southwest corner of Oregon at the Illinois Valley Airport and the midday heat had her stripped down to a tank top and gym shorts while she worked. So of course the guys were watching the show when they were supposed to be cleaning out the trucks from the last wildland firefight.

      She raised the crowbar as if to tap something on the engine that was out of her reach. Then she spun and swung her arm down. The eight pounds of steel spun through the air for one full turn, then spiked down to punch a hole in the dirt between Amos’ and Drew’s sneakers—which were maybe a foot apart. Both pilots yelped and scattered.

      The bright flush on their cheeks as they went back to work told her they weren’t even aware of staring. Two nice boys stuck in the middle of nowhere caught daydreaming about pretty women. Well, she didn’t want no “nice” boy. She wanted someone who fired her blood like the inlet temperature of the 520N’s Rolls-Royce 250 turboshaft engine—eighteen hundred degrees of pure heat.

      “They’re never going to stop, Maggie. They don’t even know they’re doing it,” Stacy confirmed Maggie’s own assessment as she yanked the crowbar out of the dirt, stalked back, and dropped it into the toolbox. “You’re the prettiest woman for probably ten miles around. You make men’s brains switch off.”

      “We’re in the middle of the Siskiyou Mountains, probably a hundred miles.”

      “Two hundred,” Stacy agreed.

      “Now that might be bragging. Besides, I remember seeing some girl in a wedding dress recently who looked pretty damn hot.”

      “I did, didn’t I? Killer dress you helped me pick out. Curt certainly seemed to think so.”

      “The man couldn’t even speak,” Maggie remembered his stunned puppy look. Maybe on the right man, Maggie wouldn’t mind that look so much.

      “Might not have spoken much, but he had plenty to ‘say’ when he took it off me.”

      It was one of the best parts of working for the Firebirds. Maggie loved the six machines she’d been hired to take care of. Loved watching the team of MD 520Ns fly to the firefight. But she also was getting seriously used to having a girlfriend in the outfit. She knew how she looked and that it had a way of pushing other women away.

      Not Stacy. They’d hit it off early and solid, like a well-tuned V8 engine.

      Jana Williams, the outfit’s co-owner with Stacy’s new husband was a little daunting, but she’d been that way when they’d both been in the Army. She and Jana hadn’t overlapped much, mechanic and pilot, but Jana had given her such a sweet offer that she’d signed on with the Firebirds rather than another tour with the Army. While it might not be deep friendship, it counted for a whole lot.

      Amos and Drew, however, were being a major pain in her ass—almost literally. She’d seen it the moment they crawled out of their matching black GTOs with red flames painted down the sides at the start of the season. They weren’t bad guys. They just turned into moon-eyed stunned puppies whenever they got around her.

      She snatched up a 12mm wrench and began checking the tightness of all of the hydraulic fittings while Stacy inspected the air filters, using compressed air to blow out any built-up fire ash. There were some tasks Maggie would let a pilot do, mainly because there was no way for them to screw it up.

      “I want my man to be made of stuff better than…man.”

      “I don’t know,” Stacy moved on to checking the control linkages from the cyclic and collective controls to the rotor head.

      Maggie had already done those, so it was a safe task. She wouldn’t have let Stacy even do things like that, except she really was a good mechanic by anyone else’s standards other than Papa or Maggie herself. Her father had serviced Coast Guard helos for thirty years; he still did. He’d started teaching her how to wrench a helo before she’d started kindergarten. Two tours in the Army, she’d had to put up with a ton of exactly the kind of shit Amos and Drew were doing. Two “macho” guys who couldn’t figure out how to even speak to her.

      “I like the stuff that Curt is made of,” Stacy was doing more of that dreamy thing.

      “That’s ’cause you just got married, bitch, and like showing off. You don’t got to be fishing around in the barrel like the rest of us poor chicas.”

      “Nope,” Stacy sounded far too happy about that fact.

      But Maggie couldn’t think of what to say back. Stacy was an awesome pilot, even Jana said so which meant something serious. She was totally nice, like girl-next-door nice. Maggie had always liked her three sisters, but they’d stab you in the back and steal your boyfriend faster than you could change your shoes if you let them. Stacy wasn’t like that. She also was walking as if her feet weren’t going to ever touch the ground again, which was just showing off to Maggie’s way of thinking.

      She sighed. Except for occasional fishing trips to the couple of bars in Cave Junction, it was going to be a long, dry summer. On the fire line, the firefighters usually just collapsed into exhaustion when they came off the line—not as if she had spare time and energy during a big fire herself.

      Hydraulics were all tight. She began greasing the linkages to the rotorhead and NOTAR fan.
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      Heading up,” Curt called over the radio on the Firebirds’ private frequency. The fire commander’s frequency was set to just monitor.

      “Roger that.” Palo waited until Curt was aloft and far enough clear for the air turbulence to settle, before easing up on his own MD 520N’s collective. With a full load of two hundred gallons of water aboard, he’d take the clearest air he could find to get lift.

      There were just three of them fighting a small fire in the hills southeast of Depoe Bay along the Oregon Coast. He’d never imagined this section of the Oregon forest could get dry enough to burn. Some idiot hikers’ campfire, sparking off after they were long gone because they didn’t know how to douse it properly. It gave them work, he supposed. Department of Forestry would normally let something like this burn quietly to clear out the undergrowth, but the wind was sliding out of the northwest for a change and driving it toward the town of Siletz.

      Not big enough to call out the full flight of six helos, they’d loaded up just three of the six Firebirds and headed over to kill it off before it got out of hand.

      Jasper followed him aloft as silently as ever.

      There weren’t any natural firebreaks between Depoe Bay and Siletz, but a team of hotshots were on the ground making one out of an old logging road. The Firebirds’ assignment was to narrow the fire’s head until it dead-centered on the break the hotshot crew was cutting. Then they’d hit any spot fires that cropped up once it got there. No reason to call in the big outfits yet, most of whom were fighting a blaze up north in the Columbia Gorge.

      “How’d you do it, Curt?” The three of them flew in a line over the Black, as the burned-over section of a forest fire was called.

      “I just fly low and hit the little button that says Tank Release on it when I’m over the flames.”

      “Ha. Ha. No. How did you get Stacy?”

      “’Cause I’m just that good.”

      “Blind luck,” Jasper commented drily as the three of them came up on the fire.

      “Truth?” Palo eased in close behind Curt. A glance showed Jasper nowhere to be seen, which meant he was exactly astern. It was becoming the Firebirds’ trademark: fly in fast and low in a tight line. Between them, they could lay six hundred gallons—a ton-and-a-half of water—in a tightly-connected clean line or a triple-layered inundation, dead on target. With a nearby water source, they could do it once every two minutes.
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