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    “Rise and shine,” Patsy Jurgen swept down the hall of the Cascade Hotshots barracks. This was their first wildland firefighting season, the newest hotshot team in the country. And the worn-out, board-and-batten building was their new home. She thumped the side of her fist once on each wooden door, making them rattled loudly on old hinges.




    She smiled to herself. It had taken her six years to make foreman of an Interagency Hotshot Crew and this was about the nicest place she’d ever lived. She’d heard some of the new recruits griping good-naturedly about a “hardship post.” Once the fire season hit, they wouldn’t be in residence here in Leavenworth, Washington all that often. And after their first month or so walking to the wildfires, they’d bless having running water, a cot, and a roof that only leaked a little.




    After two weeks of recruit selection and three more of intense training, the twenty hotshots had really come together. The old hands and the new were blending well. They had yet to be tested by anything more strenuous than a prescribed burn to cut fuel levels in untended fields around the mountain town, but she knew the real thing would be happening all too soon.




    Not soon enough for her.




    Candace Cantrell’s phone call that she was forming up the Cascade IHC had brought Patsy running. Cantrell had been a kick-ass foreman on the San Juan IHC and Patsy wanted to lead her own crew someday. She couldn’t ask for a better slot that being Cantrell’s foreman, her Number Two. Of course she had to share that particular slot, one super and two foremen to a crew.




    Jess Monroe, the other foreman, opened his barrack door before she could thump it.




    “Yeah, yeah! I’m up already, Jurgen.” He didn’t look it, but she knew from overlapping him on various crews over the years that he wasn’t a morning person and the only thing that really woke him up fast was a fire. He wore shorts, and nothing else. He was hotshot fit, muscle rippled along his legs and chest.




    “Day one, Monroe.” Candace had just informed her team last night that she’d let the Forest Service know the Cascade IHC was ready for call out. A real testament to her skill as a superintendent that they’d trained up so fast, because Patsy agreed. They were ready.




    “Day one,” he looked down at his watch. “Still early yet. Wanna come in and celebrate?” He held the door a little wider. As foreman, he had a room to himself instead of a two-bunk, just as she did.




    “I think you’re still dreaming, Jess.” The man would flirt with a burning tree. He never pushed; teasing women was just some kind of a game to him. Most flirted back and they all seemed to have fun with it. A skill she’d never had nor wanted. She reached out and pulled his door shut—with him on one side and her on the other.




    It wasn’t that early. She’d woken everyone just early enough to ease into it and eat before the day’s planned exercise.




    Candace and Luke Rawlings, one of the newest recruits, had gotten a small apartment also close by the fire station. The heat between them was amazing to watch; it was just so…right. Candace had always been deadly serious about hotshotting; fire chief’s daughter, no big surprise. But with Luke she glowed like, well, like she was happy.




    Patsy hadn’t seen that one coming at all. Candace was so dedicated to wildfire that she had become a role model for Patsy. Her suddenly finding love was like a crack in Patsy’s worldview—one she still didn’t know what to do with.




    Patsy had woken before sunrise, an old habit, and gone outside to watch the day break before waking the others. The sun had lit the towering peaks of the Cascade Mountains which climbed up to the west of Leavenworth eventually topping out at Stevens Pass. The line of sunlight had moved down the conifer and gray rock-covered slopes like the slice of a knife, the line was so clean. To the east, the mountains fell away into hills headed for the rolling sagebrush and orchard steppes of Eastern Washington.




    On the silent air, broken only by a blue jay’s call, the scent of pine washed through the river valley. Dry pine. It was only June, but already she knew it was going to be a hot summer and a busy fire season. They’d been smart to sponsor a hotshot crew here.




    Now that everyone was awake, but not moving yet, she was suddenly at loose ends. So she walked the couple blocks into the sleeping town; hadn’t had a moment to breathe during training to give it the once over. All of her prior postings had been pretty far out into the nothing. “Town” usually meant a church, a grocery store that was also a gas station, and a pizza joint that was more importantly the sole bar. But here, the Cascade hotshots had been formed by Chelan County and posted in a resort town surrounded by towering timber.




    Leavenworth was…bizarre. A failing timber town in the 1950s, it had resurrected itself as a Bavarian Alps village in the 1960s and been a tourist mecca ever since. The kitsch was so complete that it was almost believable. She wondered if even Bavaria looked this German.




    Coming east from the fire station, just a block off Route 2—the second biggest east-west highway across the Washington Cascades—she walked right into the heart of “old town.” A gazebo on the village green. Red brick cobblestone paving with ornate black cast-iron streetlights. White buildings with that zig-zag dark wood accenting. Generous balconies that dripped with massive red geraniums.




    Every building that didn’t boast a beer garden was lush with souvenirs. There was a lederhosen store for crying out loud and, she’d seen in the few breaks they’d had from training, that it did a serious business. Tourist kids tromped around town with an ice cream cone and wearing attire right out of The Sound of Music.




    The only thing open at this hour was the Bavarian Bakery. She was missing breakfast, eggs and bacon no doubt, most of them taking white toast. Why was it that hotshots had no imagination about food? They certainly had to eat enough calories to survive a fire season, but they always went for the fastest and the easiest.




    As she walked by the bakery’s window, someone slid a tray of delicacies into the display. When the baker saw her hesitation, he flashed her a big smile and waved her to come inside.




    The tray looked fantastic.
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