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Prologue

GRAND CAYMAN ISLAND—OCTOBER 2002




Misty Ryan slapped the cheap ceramic figurine back on the shelf and moved as quickly as she could between the racks of loud shirts and skimpy bathing suits toward the front of the overcrowded tourist trap. She pressed her nose to the glass, straining to catch another glimpse of the face she’d seen moments before passing by on the street.

It absolutely couldn’t have been Jeff Maze, she told herself.

Or could it?

Jeff was supposed to be back in California finishing the fire season in the cockpit of his four-engine airtanker. No way would he be in the Caymans. No way!

But then, she couldn’t mistake those craggy features, that loping gait. It had to be him, or the nonexistent angelic twin she was always kidding him about having.

Or she was losing it.

She felt her pulse accelerate to a rising rhythm of anger and excitement as she stood on tiptoes in her sandals and looked up and down the street.

Wait a minute. Could he have flown here to surprise me?

It was a wonderful thought, but she knew better. Such a plan would never occur to Jeff Maze, since it would inevitably involve a spontaneous thought about her pleasure.

Not that he didn’t care about her happiness. Twelve tumultuous and exciting years together had welded the reality into her brain that Jeff truly loved her with as much of his heart as he could spare for such feelings. But surprising her was not in his Martian-like programming.

Jeff had always waited for females to please him—the very reason he’d been alone for so many years before Misty decided to tolerate his tom-cattish self-indulgence in return for the good things being with him could bring.

Whatever those were. She couldn’t quite recall any benefits just now.

She ignored an offended snort from a heavyset woman she’d apparently shoved aside, maneuvered quickly around the kitschy displays, and ran out the front door onto the sidewalk in time to see a lanky male disappearing around the corner some forty feet distant.

Dammit! “JEFF! JEFF, WAIT UP!” she yelled.

Whoever it was turned back momentarily, apparently looking for the source of the voice, his mutton-chop sideburns catching an errant ray of late-afternoon sun and completing the positive ID before he disappeared around the north side of the building.

Lithe and fit, Misty reached the same corner within seconds and rounded it at a dead run, then slowed and looked around in confusion. To her right was a building with two doors facing the street. He’d had no time to hide, but he was nowhere to be seen.

Misty was aware of the puzzled expressions on the faces of several tourists strolling by. She ignored their stares as the previous flash of anger returned to flush her cheeks.

“That dirty—” she muttered, choking off the rest of the obscenity as two small girls walked past, obviously wondering why such a strikingly beautiful American woman with an impressive mane of shoulder-length red hair would be standing in the middle of the street looking so furious.

There was a camera store along the side street, the only open door she could see, and Misty rushed inside. The store was staffed by a young island girl leaning apathetically on the counter in a state of terminal boredom. She listened to Misty’s almost breathless description of Jeff Maze and shrugged with unfathomable disinterest. “No one like that came in here.”

“You’re sure?”

The salesgirl lost no time returning to the magazine she’d been memorizing, ignoring the question.

Misty left the shop and returned to the main street along the waterfront, standing for a moment and trying to absorb the details of what she’d seen.

If he is here, I’ll find him, she promised herself. But why would he be here? There simply was no professional reason for Jeff to be in Grand Cayman before the end of the fire season; therefore, he had to be there to surprise her, even if it was a first.

Why had he run, though? That made no sense. They’d argued and snapped at each other barely a week ago, but that was life with Jeff, and one she’d come to accept. Maybe even enjoy. After all, they lived together most of the time, generating enough heat with their tumultuous couplings to equal the forest fires he fought, and although she was less than a wife, she was much more than a mistress. Every year during fire season she followed his camp, working seasonally as a dispatcher for the Forest Service while he did combat with burning mountains and tried—successfully, so far—to keep the geriatric airplanes he flew out of the mud. He had a responsibility not to run from her, at least before providing an explanation, and she was the girl to hold him to it.

So where the hell would he be? she wondered, feeling a flash of embarrassment and letting the images in her mind get mixed up with her always confusing desire for him. She always wanted more, and he had almost promised more a month ago, and she had sensed an impending proposal. But then, as always, the trees had caught fire somewhere in the West, and he’d happily gone back to his real mistress—fighting fires with aging airplanes.

She’d noticed a large cruise ship lying at anchor a half mile offshore, a typical scene for Grand Cayman. She’d watched it earlier as its tenders steadily shuttled the passengers to and from their day in town, and Misty wondered now if somehow Jeff could be on the passenger list. Maybe that was his surprise, to suddenly appear and pull her aboard to a waiting cabin.

Dream on, girl!

A cool breeze kissed her face and ruffled her red hair in a flurry of motion. There were fluffy cumulus clouds blocking the malevolent heat of the Caribbean sun, and they added to the luxurious, languid feel of the island. She felt the loose, knee-length dress she was wearing shift provocatively against her body as she reached up to coax her hair back into place just as a hotel minivan glided past her, slowing in the line of traffic. Misty’s eyes absently took in the interior, noting a strikingly pretty young woman with long blond hair next to the window.

And Jeff, sitting next to her. He was trying unsuccessfully to hide his face.

Dammit! Misty thought. He IS here! DAMN HIM!

She shook off the shock of finding he wasn’t alone and memorized the phone number of the hotel that was painted on the side of the minivan. It was rounding the corner as she yanked out her phone and punched the number in, still amazed that a U.S.-based cell phone would work in the middle of the Caribbean Sea. At least she could find out where it was taking them.

He would have registered under an alias, she thought, since he was obviously trying to avoid her, but she asked for Jeff Maze’s room anyway. There was the predictable delay before the hotel operator reported that there was no Jeff Maze registered.

“Give me the bell desk, or whoever controls your van,” she said.

A bellman came on the line with suspicious cheerfulness, all too willing to tell her that their driver was headed to the airport and would return in a half-hour.

Okay! she thought. What more evidence do you need, girl? It’s time to write the dog out of your life.

But he was headed to the airport. Jeff was here and headed to the airport. If she hurried, she might be able to catch him.

She had a rental car and a map, but she also had her pride.

I am absolutely not going to chase that grinning bastard down and make a fool of myself again, especially not in front of some little girl-toy on his arm. Nope. That’s it. Kaput. Over.

Misty pulled open her purse and rummaged for the picture of the two of them she always carried, moved a few steps to a trash can, and tore the photo into little pieces with open vehemence.

She closed her purse then, and suddenly found herself breaking into a run, dodging through traffic, and racing to reach her rental car—while what was left of her self-esteem helplessly screamed No!

The two-lane road to the airport was crowded and slow, but Misty caught up with the empty minivan as the driver was trying to pull away from the curb. She blocked his exit and jumped out, earning a startled honk as she fumbled in her purse for her wallet and another photo of Jeff, which she shoved in front of the driver through the open window.

“The man and the blond you just dropped off…is this a picture of him?” she asked.

“Uh, yes,” the driver replied, clearly on guard.

“Are they together? The girl and this guy?”

“Ah…”

She palmed a twenty-dollar bill into his hand, and he glanced at it before looking up at her in alarm. “Are you…his wife?”

Misty laughed a little too sharply and shook her head. “Relax. He doesn’t believe in wives. I’m a coworker.”

“Okay,” he said, smiling thinly. “Yes, they checked out at the same time. I do not know where they’re going.”

“You don’t know which airline they’re using?”

“No.”

Misty thanked him and returned to her car. She reparked it along the perimeter fence just beyond the terminal building and closed the door behind her. There was a familiar shape on the private aircraft ramp a quarter mile distant, and she had to squint against the afternoon sun to make it out, but once she focused on it, the image was unmistakable.

My God, a DC-6B! she thought. It was the same model Jeff flew as an airtanker captain. The DC-6B he flew back in Wyoming had a red vertical tail-fin with the ship number painted in white.

But the tail on this one was bare metal.

Those old workhorses are everywhere, I guess, she thought. Probably owned by some freight-dog outfit in Miami.

She turned and looked again. There was something about the tail that bothered her, and she squinted harder, almost convinced she could make out the shadowy remnant of red on the tail in the distance. Something had been painted there at one time, she concluded. Some sort of logo that had been stripped off. Maybe even large, white numbers.

But then, shadows of past logos typically haunted the metallic surfaces of old airliners, from the rakish red lightning stripe of former American Airline Flagships to the almost-discernible name “United” on a once proud Mainliner. Even the youngest DC-6B was forty-five years old, and many of the old Douglas ships still flying had served a mind-numbing procession of masters over the decades before ending up with some honest third-tier operator just trying to make a buck—or a peso—as the nationality dictated.

There was no way the DC-6B she was staring at could be one of the airtankers in Jerry Stein’s fleet from West Yellowstone. The idea was just too bizarre. It would take all winter to patch them up after the beating they’d taken the previous season in the Yellowstone area alone, and then there was the new federal law prohibiting foreign use of the fleet.

No. Not possible! Misty concluded.

But, she reminded herself, here she was standing with her nose halfway through a chain-link fence because one of the living legends of airtankering had just strolled through beautiful downtown Grand Cayman with another woman, and a hottie at that, damn him. Jeff was supposed to be too busy flying important missions in California and had even canceled their long-planned two-week debauch in Hawaii because of the late-season fire!

Furious, she’d given herself the Caymans trip both as a consolation prize and as an in-your-face swipe at Jeff—who professed to hate the Caymans and the “snotty attitude” of the customs agents.

A fresh burst of anger flushed her face as she thought of the blond in the minivan. She should go into the terminal and find the rat and his new playmate so she could create an embarrassing scene loud enough to attract the local cops. Confrontations with errant lovers were usually no fun, but this one had the potential to be very satisfying.

Misty began to turn away when a distant motion on the ramp caught her eye. Someone was walking toward the old DC-6B.

No, it was two someones.

One was a familiar, well-built male carrying a flight bag.

The other was apparently the copilot—a woman with long blond hair lugging a map case.








Chapter 1

EAST OF JACKSON HOLE, WYOMING—AUGUST 2003




Clark Maxwell mentally forced himself back into the cockpit of his ancient airtanker, leaving the momentary daydream behind. He had to remember where he was: in flight, in charge, and getting tight on fuel, with approximately four thousand pounds of fire retardant left in the belly. He reached down and grasped the small MP3 player and the earphone buds he normally used in cruise flight and stowed them safely in his brain bag, the square briefcase wedged along the left side of his command seat. The rest of the grand classical piece he’d been listening to would have to wait.

The smell of smoke was in his nostrils again, filling the airplane’s cockpit with the incongruously delicious aromas of smoldering pine and spruce, the olfactory elixir that had incited the daydream to begin with: images of a smoky mountain cabin adorned by the exquisite feminine presence of Karen Jones wearing nothing more complicated than a smile.

At least he could dream. Of course, Karen Jones herself would never suspect she’d become his fantasy pinup girl in the four years since they’d met. In fact, he reminded himself, she might not even remember who he was.

An insistent male voice was calling over the air-to-air radio, using the slightly unfamiliar call sign of the tanker he was flying.

“Tanker Eighty-four, Lead Four-Two. You copy?”

There was a large “84” painted in white on the red tail, and a small placard repeating the same number on the edge of the glareshield to help the pilots remember their call sign.

I guess I should get back to work and answer him, Clark thought, watching his young replacement copilot squirming in the right seat over whether or not to say something about the captain’s lengthy silence. Josh White was barely twenty-eight. Rusty Davis, his regular copilot, was in his forties, experienced and fearless when it came to telling his captain whatever might need to be said. Rusty would have already verbally slapped him for drifting, Clark realized, but Josh was just sitting there waiting for Captain Maxwell to return from the ozone. Not good. He’d have to discuss it with him on the ground. Copilots needed to be assertive, and this one wasn’t.

Maxwell mashed the transmit button, his lips brushing against the boom microphone’s gray foam covering in the process. His headset was beginning to hurt his ears again. It was one of the best—a noise-canceling model with liquid-filled ear pads—but when it began to hurt, it was a sure sign he’d been in the air too long at one stretch.

“I hear you, Four-Two,” Clark replied. “That was a good dry run. Are you clearing me finally to follow you in for the real drop?”

“Roger,” the lead-plane pilot said. “The zone is almost too smoky, and I need your remaining gates about two hundred yards downslope on the north side. We’re going to try to keep the flank from jumping the ridge, and try to cool the line so the dozers that are working up the ridge can make some headway. It’s going to be tricky, because there’s a roaring updraft coming off the river that really bucked me. You saw the escape route when I flew it, right?”

“Roger, Sammy. I was right behind you at the time, if you recall. Down the valley and then left over the small draw.”

“That’s your engine failure escape route, too, Eighty-four.”

“Okay, let’s get this done,” Clark said, trying to control a flash of impatience.

“Eighty-four, if you’re lined up well, go ahead. Otherwise, we’ll hold for the helo at two o’clock low.”

Clark could see the helicopter approaching with a full water bucket, and he was in no mood to wait for him.

“Come on, Sam. Let’s do it so we can get the hell outta here,” Clark replied, his voice clearly testy despite his failed attempt to keep emotion out of it. Lead Four-Two was the call sign of Sam Littlefox, a friend and a former Air Force pilot who also happened to be a full-blooded Ogalala Sioux from Rapid City. There were times he could be irritatingly careful.

“You’ve gotta understand,” Clark had explained to Sam over drinks the previous week, “sometimes we civilian-trained veterans don’t completely appreciate such strict regimentation of what’s always been a somewhat relaxed occupation.”

“In other words, you guys don’t like rules.”

“No. Not true. We…just like to comply with them in our own way, at our own pace.”

Not that Sam wasn’t right about the need for checklists and better coordination and smooth teamwork. But it was a bummer to be told by an ex-military jock how to apply an art form invented by civilian pilots to begin with.

Even more irritating, he reminded himself, was the fact that Congress was threatening to give the whole show to the Air Force Reserves and wipe out an entire industry—seasonals and all—an event that would end his job as well.

Jerry Stein, the owner of the old Doug DC-6 he was flying, was completely panicked. Most of Stein’s money came from the annual Forest Service fire contracts awarded to the lowest bidder. Stein had been frantically lobbying the entire Montana congressional delegation for months now, begging them to oppose the move.

Not that I care, Maxwell thought.

Well, he did care about Jerry, he corrected himself. Too many years of friendship not to. But he had reached the personal conclusion that it was time to bring in the military or some steady professional team with enough money for newer airplanes and decent training. The airtanker industry was falling apart, which was one of the reasons he’d given up dropping retardant four years ago and pledged to stay in retirement.

The other reason for his escape he remembered all too well: the constant feeling of being stalked by fate. Having survived seventeen seasons, the statistical realities were creeping up on him like a tiger in the dark. Clark remembered the night some four years ago when he’d fed the number of crashes and deaths into a pocket calculator and realized that after twenty years of aerial fire fighting his chances of survival would be no better than 50 percent. A chill had shuddered through him, and he made the decision to quit on the spot. Not even smokejumping was as dangerous.

So what the hell are you doing here, Maxwell? he thought to himself as he tweaked the throttles, the question finding no ready answer other than the memory of Jerry Stein’s impassioned call for help two months ago. He was short three captains, Jerry had whined, and would face death-by-contract-cancellation if his “best captain” didn’t relent. Clark’s resulting snap decision to come out of retirement and roll the dice once more seemed very strange in hindsight. Jerry had never been that persuasive, but he’d somehow discerned during Clark’s weakest moment that his early retiree was missing the fraternity and the danger and the smoke. With the realization, Jerry had played him like a well-hooked trout.

“Okay, Jere,” Clark had said after the sixth phone call, “you wore me down. But only for this one season!” He’d replaced the receiver feeling both startled and pleased that he was going to get away from four years of chasing temporary flying jobs around the globe, an itinerant existence that had begun to wear on him.

There was still the dream of running the flight-training department of some college or university someday, but that would first require a return to the real world. Maybe another season of firefighting was a good beginning. Maybe, he’d mused, when the season was over, he might even muster enough courage to leave professional flying altogether and apply to an enormous state university somewhere to teach forestry and aerial fire fighting. Perhaps he could even teach a course about the history of aerial fire fighting, a little-understood profession barely fifty years old. Years back he’d spent almost one entire winter researching the origins of the idea, if for no other reason than to dispel some of the myths. It turned out to be a fascinating anthology. The idea of dropping incendiary things from airplanes in order to start fires and destroy things dated from World War I. But the idea of using the same air machines to put out fires was a relatively contemporary twist that began in 1953 with the combined efforts of the Forest Service and the state of California.

The practice of dropping parachutists known as smokejumpers to fight small forest fires was a technique first begun in the thirties and early forties, but there had been no way to deliver large quantities of water directly to burning trees in remote areas until a collection of old Air Force bombers was outfitted with tanks to carry water and, later, slurry.

There were no manuals back then to teach pilots how to fly heavily loaded airplanes down burning canyons at near treetop level, or how to survive the hellish columns of superheated air and amazing hazards such as exploding trees. Most of the techniques were figured out by dangerous trial and error, and the closest body of pilot expertise resided in the crop-dusting industry, a fiercely independent fraternity of agricultural pilots used to keeping themselves alive by their own wits, men who—as a friend of Clark’s once put it as charitably as possible—held a healthy degree of skepticism for other people’s rules.

Clark chuckled at the memory of his first encounters with the original airtanker pilots. Profane, brave, rough, and scathingly unimpressed with “college pukes” and “fancy, schmancy Air Farce dandies,” they were a frontier bunch in a Wild West show. His checkout as captain of a modified DC-4—an earlier, shorter version of the DC-6 and DC-7—had been a single flight in the left seat with a tobacco-spitting owner-instructor, and his first flight to a fire had been with an assigned first officer who held only a mechanic’s license and was slowly dying of emphysema. The man sat in the copilot’s seat sucking on a medical oxygen bottle. The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) would have had a collective coronary, but the FAA seldom got involved in airtanker business in the early days. The whole shaky affair was between the Forest Service and the pilots, and the FAA was more than happy to look the other way.

Slowly through the late fifties and early sixties, a dozen mom-and-pop aviation companies using ancient aircraft barely saved from the scrap yard began to form a small but very profitable industry. Buying old airplanes from the military for almost nothing and then retrofitting them with tanks and “gates” to release slurry, the airtanker companies began leasing their aircraft, along with pilots, each summer to the various governmental units fighting fires. Bit by bit, the training and the pilots became better and more sophisticated. Year by year the companies gained more political clout and snuggled in bed more closely with the governmental agencies using their services, quietly exuding the attitude that only they could be trusted to deal with an industry they had created.

And season by season, better techniques were developed for sizing up a fire and using lead-plane pilots to decide the best and safest method of laying down a line of retardant dropped from 150 feet in the air.

Clark had been there through much of the later learning process, as it slowly evolved into a rule-and procedure-driven business with safety considerations gaining more ground. It was discovered that lead planes flying test runs over a fire gave the pilot time to find hazards as well as to search for the best track and position and the best escape route a big lumbering tanker could use to get out safely. The lead pilot would fly a “dry” run with the tanker in formation behind him, and only after that would the real bombing run occur. The heavily loaded tanker would then roar over a ridge or down a valley just behind the lead plane, as if on an invisible leash.

“It gives the ground crews time to head off the fire front, or otherwise turn a massive fire toward a less catastrophic destination,” Clark was used to explaining. “We don’t put out the fires, we work with the firefighters on the ground to slow down and contain the fires, and we’re most effective when we get there in the early stages.”

Helicopters were added in the sixties to take it a step further, some carrying water in large buckets, and some ferrying helitack crews in to attack smaller fires by hand. One of the largest helicopters in the world, the giant Skycrane, was also recruited, an aircraft big enough to carry a tank the size of a small railroad freight car along with the pumps to rapidly suck from a nearby lake a full load of water that could then be dropped on a fire.

Year by year the abilities of the airtanker pilots as a group became more effective, and year by year—as Clark bitterly recalled—the maintenance and the state of repair of the aging tankers seemed to become progressively less reliable.

“Why on earth does anyone do this job?” a local reporter once asked him with his little tape recorder stopped.

“The thrill and the accomplishment and, to some extent, the money,” Clark replied, speaking the truth, yet instantly worried that the reporter might print that off-the-record comment and unleash a typical firestorm of protest from the other pilots.

It was, after all, still a very hazardous business, as insurance companies continually reaffirmed by refusing life insurance to airtanker pilots. Having the wings literally rip off airtankers in flight was, while not routine, unfortunately not unknown. They could all recall the loss of two C-119 Flying Boxcars to wing failure in the early eighties, and every time Clark had to pull up hard from a dangerous run through a flaming valley, that same nagging worry about the metallic sanctity of his craft sat like a patient buzzard on his shoulders, as if waiting for the inevitable moment a hidden crack would suddenly enlarge and engulf the entire structure and remove his wings.

It was something they seldom discussed openly, since such occurrences were not survivable.

Clark shook his head to expunge the thoughts and bring himself back to the moment. The lead plane—a specially modified, light twin-engine aircraft crammed full of radios—was banking now a thousand feet below him and soaring over the emerald green carpet of coniferous forest. Clark pulled the four throttles of the DC-6B back and slowed, preparing to follow. He’d use the usual forty-five degree descending left bank to reverse course from east to west and line up on the leading edge of the fire, then eyeball the release point, while tracking the lead plane visually. When the moment felt exactly right and he had the wind conditions and drift figured, he’d toggle the remaining heavy red retardant out of the belly of the old converted Douglas airliner and pull up. Hopefully, the slurry would hit the threatened trees just beyond the swath of retardant he’d already laid down. So far, the line was holding, despite the size and intensity of a fire this big, and the dozers were getting closer.

They could still lose it, though, Clark thought. Leave it to the Forest Service to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory again by waiting too long to call for the limited number of available airtankers. This one had been another classic case of a young incident commander experienced only with small fires being reluctant to call for the airtanker fleet lest he be criticized. He’d needed a bigger fire before he could be sure.

Now he had one.

Of course, there were other factors increasing the annual forest fire stakes, and they all knew it. Wildlands all over the West were feeling the encroachment of new homes and cabins with the owners all demanding complete fire protection. Too often however, those beautiful surrounding forests were filled with dry tinder and brush and deadfall, which too many residents refused to clear away. That made fire season a formula for annual disaster, and a continuous, growing frustration.

How many times, Clark wondered, had he sat in the standby shack waiting for someone officially to call for airtanker help while a fire they all knew was going to be bad grew from a flicker to a blaze? Too often the call didn’t come until the fire was threatening communities, cabins, and parks. He’d seen the same mistake, year after year, throughout his seventeen seasons, and he’d sat on the sidelines in retirement during the last four years watching the same nonsense until he was bone weary of it.

“We bomb no fires before their time,” one of the pilots had put it with an appropriate eye roll and a toast. “No junior fires for us. Only full grown, manly, monster fires where dropping ten thousand gallons of retardant is about as effective as pissin’ in the wind.”

Like the fire he was fighting now, growing larger by the minute east of Jackson Hole.

I’m going to need to nail it this time, Clark thought. If the blaze jumped the ridge, not even a squadron of airtankers would be enough to save the area.

And, hit or miss, as soon as the drop was made he’d have to boogie back to West Yellowstone before the fuel got too low. The chances of running so low he’d have to suffer the embarrassment of declaring a fuel emergency and landing at Jackson Hole was extremely unlikely, but it was a reputational nightmare that kept his calculations sharp.

The other pilots would love something like that, of course. He’d be needled unmercifully by what he had laughingly dubbed the “FLOPPs”—the Fraternal and Learned Order of Perfect Pilots, of which he was a charter member—an acronym his fellow airtanker pilots had declared insulting.

Fuel’s tight but okay, Clark decided, the low-fuel nightmare gaining ground. Sudden fuel leaks were not unheard of on these old birds. Hopefully we’d notice the levels dropping before the engines got real quiet and she became a glider. He glanced at the fuel gauges again just to be sure, wondering if they’d been calibrated or replaced since the last time he’d flown ship 84. He’d forgotten to check, and suddenly that seemed like a serious oversight. Few of the small items the pilots wrote up were fixed quickly. It was too easy to defer them until the end of the season, when the list of inoperative and questionable things needing repair became staggering.

Should be fine, Clark reassured himself, banishing the nightmarish thought of dead sticking a fuel-starved four-engine airliner into a geyserinfested Yellowstone valley. The prospect of living through such a forced landing only to boil to death in a superheated geyser pool was a bogus worry, though the FLOPPs loved to terrify new copilots and engineers with the possibility. Truth was, no crew member was likely to survive such a crash landing to begin with.

Maxwell’s experienced eyes swept the engine instruments again in unconscious routine. All the gauges on Tanker 84 that still worked were giving steady readings, and that was a surprise.

He knew intimately all of the DC-6s Stein owned by number and personality. He hated flying old T-84, since she was the least dependable of the fleet—a real hangar queen he’d been assigned only because his favorite, Tanker 88, had “gone out of service” at the last minute.

“Eighty-eight’s in the hangar, Clark. You’ll be taking Tanker Eighty-six, instead,” the operations manager had told him at seven A.M. But at the last second, Jeff Maze and Jeff’s longtime copilot, Mike Head, were switched to Tanker 86, and Clark drew the lemon of the fleet.

“When do I get Eighty-eight back?”

“Maybe tomorrow. If you’re reasonably polite to me.”

Out of all the DC-6s in Jerry Stein’s geriatric fleet, T-88 was Clark Maxwell’s favorite. He’d flown her enough to learn her myriad idiosyncracies. She was a creaky old metallic grandma with a quarter of her flight instruments, and sometimes even the fuel gauges, inoperative. But she was also a flying battlewagon originally designed to carry an infinite number of airline passengers for an infinite number of years.

He trusted her. And that meant something, especially now.

When the wing box had suddenly collapsed on an old Lockheed C-130A over a California fire the previous summer, detaching the wings and killing three of his friends, Clark had watched the amateur videotape of the disaster on TV from the safety of his apartment in North Dakota, assuring himself it couldn’t happen to him. His old Doug was far tougher than any of the old 130s. In fact, he wouldn’t hesitate to fly Tanker 88 again—assuming he was dumb enough ever to go back to aerial fire fighting. Everyone knew that the DC-6s were far better built than the old 130s.

All things were relative, Clark counseled himself. So what if the DC-6B’s fuel gauges were unreliable, or even if half the forward flight panel was inoperative, as long as the wings stayed on.

He kept track of the fuel in his head anyway—a simple matter of how much fuel he’d departed with versus how long he’d been sucking at the tanks in flight and at what rate. As long as there were no serious fuel leaks in the wings, the calculations were always golden, whether or not the gauges worked.

Besides, he reminded himself with a grin he knew the copilot wouldn’t understand, when I can read the gauges, I don’t trust them anyway.

It was time to turn.

Clark Maxwell began banking the DC-6 back toward the west, completing the turn and steadying the ship on course in trail to the lead plane. He let the Douglas drop the last four hundred feet to the target altitude that would put him one hundred feet above the ridge a mile and a half ahead. He could see the lead plane disappearing intermittently through smoke plumes as it blazed the aerial trail, and he followed, urging his ancient airliner toward the same hole in the sky.

The lead plane was a Beech Baron. The Forest Service owned nineteen of them, but all had been grounded six months before for exceeding the maximum lifetime flight hours. Six of the Barons, however, had been specially inspected and returned to service to fly one final season on a waiver, and Sam Littlefox—Lead Four-Two—was flying one of them.

Maxwell glanced at Josh White again, wondering if Rusty was enjoying his day off. He fully intended to make Rusty pay for leaving him with a greenhorn like White.

Clark sighed, reminding himself of his instructor responsibilities. If White was supposed to do a better job of participating, maybe Clark should be a good captain and brief him every now and then, not to mention help teach him.

He hit the interphone button.

“Josh, I’m going to bring us across the ridge from left to right, then bank right, use left rudder and sideslip a bit down the slope, then bank back toward the slope, then do a tight right bank and pull hard just as I release the load. Then we’ll roll out to the left and fly the escape route.”

White was nodding, his eyes wide.

“Okay?” Clark queried.

The ridge was coming up fast, and White’s eyes were riveted on the eighty-foot trees near the summit.

“Okay!” White replied at last, still fumbling with the interphone switch.

Insistent southerly winds had been assaulting Jackson Hole and the Tetons for the past few days, whipping up sparks laid down by a deluge of lightning strikes. It had all started with a dry, tightly wound thunderstorm packing far more energy in disturbed electrons than in water. The electrical storm had ignited a series of small blazes in an exceptionally dry forest filled with seventy years’ growth of unburned debris, the legacy of the newly controversial American policy of trying to prevent all forest fires. Smokey Bear, according to some, had been setting us up.

The problem was far more complex, of course, than just a debate over the issue of whether naturally caused wildland fires should burn or be doused. But a century of preventing natural forest fires had helped to create vast regions of forests with heavy buildups of dead vegetation, dense stands of trees that hadn’t evolved an adaptation to fire, and sometimes an increase in fire-prone plants. Forests unburned for three hundred years were primed to explode and just waiting for the next hot, dry summer. It was precisely the same situation that had sparked the multiple firestorms of 1988 in Yellowstone National Park, a monstrous series of fires that burned almost a third of America’s first national preserve.

And in the summer of 2003, the stage had been set once again, with a tinderbox of dry, vulnerable forests, a record drought born of global warming, and sustained high winds from the south. Everything was ready and waiting for nature to strike a match.

Nature obliged.

The storm had crackled and boomed through the Jackson Hole valley on Sunday, but the first wisps of smoke hadn’t signaled the inflammatory result for another twenty-four hours, and then the Forest Service had blinked once more, hesitating too long to launch the remaining airtankers.

“Until the media arrives, we sit,” Jeff Maze, who served as the president of the Airtanker Fliers’ Association, was fond of saying to anyone who’d listen.

The DC-6B was bucking now, its fuselage kicking violently upward as the wings struggled to follow and Maxwell fought to descend. The mountains and ridges—and the massive presence of the Grand Tetons looming ahead to the west—generated confusing wind currents that in turn spawned mechanical turbulence and bone-jarring updrafts and downdrafts. The DC-6B had to run the gauntlet of roiled atmosphere even before approaching the massive columns of rising, scorching air that could flip a plane on its side in an instant. Clark was familiar with the washboard of disturbed air, but one never got comfortable, and he could see Josh was sitting white knuckled in the copilot’s seat and breathing hard.

Clark Maxwell began slowing the old Doug—as the pilots called any member of the Douglas family. He glanced at the airspeed, satisfied with 145 knots. Slow enough to make the drop effective, slow enough to minimize the beating the aircraft would take with the turbulence, yet enough kinetic energy to pull up and escape if he lost an engine or some other problem occurred.

He felt the massive old control yoke shake in his left hand as she bumped through the first of the ridgeline updrafts and then hammered through the combination of heat and wind, yawing to the left and right and slamming through the angry columns of air like a Laramie broncobuster.

“Here’s where you just have to watch him pass over the release point, and then count yourself down to the same point,” Clark said, his voice wavering in the turbulence.

Josh was nodding and trying hard not to appear rattled.

They hung on, Clark moving his thumb lightly on the smooth surface of the red release button and waiting for the precise moment when instinct and experience would triumph over training and tell him when to loose the retardant into its arcing, cascading trajectory.

In the lead plane, Sam Littlefox was already pulling up and turning right, having just passed over the initial release point and leaving the target to the airtanker behind him. Clark could see the target downslope and just ahead. He could also see the flames roaring up the ridge, but still only halfway to the top.

Maxwell banked right and nudged the rudder left, feeling his stomach protest as the heavy airplane dropped below the steep ridgeline and sideslipped with an alarming sink rate, the trees and boulders becoming intimate visions in motion below. He rolled back left suddenly and aimed his cockpit at the unburned trees above the fire, then rolled sharply right again and pulled hard, hitting the release switch when it felt just right.

“Now,” he said to Josh, his thumb already to the hilt on the drop switch. He could feel the DC-6B shake loose the remaining slurry and perk up aerodynamically—like a good quarter horse suddenly promised the barn after a long day of riding.

They punched into a rising plume of smoke and the cockpit windows suddenly went opaque. There were more shuddering impacts with the superheated air rising angrily from below, and the wings of the converted passenger liner flexed alarmingly, torturing and twisting the 1946-vintage fuselage in the process. He could hear the airframe itself protesting and squealing loudly as he moved the throttles forward and held his bank through twenty-five degrees of turn, following neither vision nor instruments for a few seconds as he let memory guide them through his mental picture of the escape route down the narrow valley.

And suddenly they were in the open again, precisely where he intended to be. The cockpit filled with a fresh blast of smoke, but blue sky engulfed them in a comforting embrace as the adjacent ridges dropped safely away and the DC-6 leapt for thinner air, its commander mentally plotting a course for the retardant base at West Yellowstone.

“Wow!” was the only comment from the right seat.

“What?” Maxwell asked with a grin. “You thought we were in trouble?”

“No…I mean,” Josh began. “Well…I couldn’t see anything for a few seconds there.”

“Tanker Eighty-four, Lead Four-Two,” Sam was saying. “I don’t care that I’m not supposed to report the results all the time. The crew boss is telling me on the air-to-ground that you guys nailed it. Nice job.”

“Roger, and we’re returning to base. Understand Tankers Eighteen and Twenty should be with you in five minutes?”

“Roger that.”

Clark Maxwell strained ahead to see the approaching aircraft, which would be little more than dots on the horizon, if he could spot them at all. He’d already heard both pilots checking in on the frequency, but not knowing where they were in the smoky skies ahead was always a worry.

Only the lead-plane pilot had a traffic collision avoidance system on his panel, a newly installed TCAS that graphically displayed on a small screen where all the other air traffic was around him. The Forest Service didn’t require TCAS units on the airtankers they used under contract, which meant there was no way the pilots were ever going to get them. Jerry Stein was too cheap to buy such expensive luxuries for his ancient DC-6 fleet voluntarily. As a result, Clark lived with a low rumble of worry that one day he was going to pull up through a plume of smoke and find another tanker in his windscreen. The mere thought of trading paint at a combined speed of four hundred knots could still bring him awake at night in a cold sweat.

Usually on such nights he could go back to sleep, like most pilots. She, on the other hand—if he was lucky enough to have feminine company—seldom could, and at least one relationship had been worn away on the lathe of that repeated nightmare.

Once again Clark snapped himself back to the present, this time aided by a strange shuddering that had momentarily rippled through the airplane.

“What was that?” the copilot was asking.

Clark shook his head slowly. “I don’t know. It felt like number three or four.” He checked the engine gauges, finding everything steady, and put his hand on the throttles, finding nothing amiss. “A transient, I guess,” he explained.

“Sorry?” Josh managed.

“A transient problem. Flashes into being, then cures itself without a trace.”

“Okay.”

“We have a lot of those in this machine. Like warning lights. Keeps you guessing what warning light you almost saw go on and off.”

Clark felt wholly dissatisfied with his glib dismissal. Obviously it had been something, and in older airplanes, anything out of the ordinary was a cause for concern.

“It was kind of a…a racheting feeling,” Josh added.

“A feeling or a sound?” Clark asked.

“Feeling.”

“Yeah. I agree.”

“But I don’t feel it now,” Josh said.

“Keep a close watch on the gauges,” Clark ordered, turning back to the task of looking for West Yellowstone Airport on the horizon and working to suppress the creepy feeling that he was missing something.








Chapter 2

WEST YELLOWSTONE, WYOMING




Karen Jones’s already-limited patience suddenly expired.

She threw the dog-eared copy of People back on the small coffee table with a sigh and crossed with a catlike pounce to the small receptionist’s window.

“Excuse me,” Karen said softly, pulling the sliding glass open as she looked the startled, white-frocked young woman in the eye. She couldn’t be older than twenty, Karen decided, yet she was trying to play the stern senior nurse. The effect was almost comical.

“Sorry to be pushy, but I’ve got to see the great medicine man right now,” Karen told her. “No more delays, please. I just don’t have time.”

“Now, Ms. Jones, the doctor is with another—”

“No!” Karen’s right hand snapped up in a stop gesture as she shook her head. The young nurse fell silent, eyeing Karen’s hand as if it were a coiled snake. “No, I need him now. For just a minute.”

Down the short hallway from one of the exam rooms, Karen could hear laughter. She could also hear the clock ticking loudly on the wall as she waited for a reply that she realized probably wasn’t going to come from the startled girl.

“Look,” Karen tried again, “I really don’t want to be rude, but let me try to explain. We’ve got a mess of fires trying to bake Jackson Hole. I’m one of the people who needs to parachute in and put them out. But before I can do that, I need the doctor to sign my release form. No signature, no jump, no trees, no town. So I really do need you to go ask the doc”—Karen paused and chuckled at more muffled laughter from down the hall, recalling how good-looking young Dr. Rafferty was—“if he’ll step away for a moment and sign this slip so we can get me back to gainful employment. That make sense to you?”

“Well…”

“He’s having entirely too much fun anyway.”

More silence.

“See…I’m not asking here, I’m more or less telling you that’s what I need you to do right now. Please!”

“I have strict instructions not to disturb him.”

“I can just imagine,” Karen said, glancing down the hall again. “But in the interest of municipal security, you’ve got to.”

“Sorry?”

“My poor smokejumping squad is leaderless as long as I’m on a medical, and that could be dangerous.”

“Sorry?”

“I’m their squad leader. Our base is jumped out, and I’m on the top of the list again, and even as we speak, they could be arriving out there in town, prowling around aimlessly with chain saws, looking for fires to douse and terrorizing the local women. Poor guys.”

The nurse-receptionist stared at her blankly.

“NOW, please!” Karen added.

The woman jumped slightly, her face betraying the progress of a brief internal struggle between policy and prudence, concluding with the decision that the patient before her might be dangerous—especially if she really was a smokejumper. She fairly leapt up from her desk and disappeared into the diminutive clinical warrens of the converted house, returning with the amused doctor in tow.

He’s almost datable, Karen thought as he approached, instantly taken aback at the premature nature of the concept. Her marriage was dying, but she was not yet single.

Dr. Rafferty smiled. “Ms. Jones, are you terrorizing my nurse?”

“Someone has to, Doc. She should have been chasing after you with a whip and chair to keep you on schedule. I’m dying of boredom out—”

“What’s the emergency?” he interrupted gently.

“Burning trees, requiring my presence.”

“I’m not following you.”

“A forest fire. I’m a smokejumper, remember? With a turned ankle? The initial diagnosis was in Boise, but I’m all repaired now and just need your sign off.”

“Oh, yeah. I remember the paperwork.”

She thrust the form at him with a pen, but he motioned her back to one of the exam rooms instead, where he began manipulating her right ankle.

“It’s just fine, see?” she urged. “It’s reasonably pink and I’m walking on it without pain. So please just sign me off and I’ll get out of here.”

“You sprained it?” he asked in an even voice.

“No, I just turned it.”

He was probing around the back of her heel, and she worked hard to keep her foot still and suppress a cry of pain. Instead, she gave him a broad smile, which, along with her short blond hair and tanned, Baywatch look, usually worked to alter male attitudes. She’d winked her way out of more traffic tickets than most cops could carry using the “cute chick trick,” as she called it. Maybe she could make it work on an overly cautious contract doctor.

“Doc, you sure all that touchy-feely stuff you’re doing down there is medically necessary?” she teased.

He looked up and met her eyes without a flicker of reaction. “When I do this—” He moved her foot sharply to the right and once more she had to concentrate hard to keep her smile and not wince in pain. “—does it hurt?”

“Course not,” Karen replied, her voice a bit too strained to be believable. She cleared her throat and tried again. “No pain, no problem.”

The physician stood up and leaned toward her, studying her eyes so long and from such a close proximity she was half afraid he was thinking of kissing her. But he reached out instead and gently wiped an escaped tear from her cheek.

“Medical exams always make you cry, do they?” he asked.

“Huh?”

He smiled. “Or just painful ankles?”

“I don’t understand.”

“The tear got you busted. That ankle is still tender.”

Karen sighed. “Well, big deal, Doc.”

“Just because you’re a brave girl and too tough to yelp when it hurts doesn’t mean you’re ready to jump yet.”

“Now, look, Doc—”

“Maybe you are and maybe you’re not. Ms. Jones, I’m not going to release you without a thorough exam, and I can’t do that until tomorrow. I’ve got other patients waiting.”

“Doctor, please! This really is an emergency. I’m needed in the morning.”

“When?”

“Ah, by noon.”

“Okay. Soak it tonight and come back at eight A.M. sharp and I’ll take a good look at it before I take care of anyone else. I’ll let you go if I feel it’s ready.”

[image: line]

Karen emerged from the building working hard to hide the slight limp from all the doctor’s probing. She had aspirin and water in her car and was going to need them.

A familiar noise caused her to look up. One of Jerry Stein’s DC-7s was rumbling off the West Yellowstone runway a half mile away from the physician’s office. She watched the ancient pelican clawing for altitude as it climbed slowly southbound in the thin air of nearly seven thousand feet above sea level. The four engines driving the huge four-bladed propellers were at maximum power, producing a familiar and comfortable roar of massive airborne horsepower wildly distinct from the cacophony of fanjets. Everything about the old prop airliners was different, she thought, especially the sedate way they climbed. It was a startling contrast to the mental image she had of Boeings. Turbojets always seemed to leap into the air and climb more like missiles than airplanes.

A far cry from our jump plane, too. The thought triggered a rush of memories of the many times she’d stepped out the door of a jump plane in flight to the sobering yank of the opening chute and the breathtaking, green vista of the forest spreading in all directions beneath her.

Working as a fire crewmember for the Forest Service in the summer of her collegiate senior year had been literally a baptism by fire, and she’d loved the challenging experience and the exhausting work. But the most crystalline memory had been watching from the ground as the first smokejumpers she’d ever seen unfurled themselves from a passing airplane, their parachutes looking like white mushrooms against the deep blue of the sky as they floated down toward a distant ridge to do hand-to-hand combat with burning trees. The scene had become as indelible in her mind as the questions she’d asked her crew boss: “Who are they? What do they do?” And, “What kind of person would skydive onto a forest fire carrying little more than hand tools?”

“The best kind,” he’d replied.

By late September she was asking where to apply.

Karen O’Farrell’s acceptance the following spring as one of the fabled Missoula smokejumpers was in some ways more exciting than getting her bachelor’s degree in forestry and being accepted to graduate school.

“But why on earth,” a soon-to-be former boyfriend had asked the very evening of her impromptu celebration, “would any sane person do that? Especially a pretty girl?”

Karen’s answer had surprised even her. “To help make history,” she’d replied.

She’d been astounded to find that the very first smokejumper to skydive on a fire had done so no earlier than 1941. Before that, small forest fires routinely became large forest fires while fire crews tried to hike through inaccessible backcountry to reach them.

Smokejumping changed all that. Suddenly tiny fires spotted from the air could be attacked almost immediately, and she was thrilled to become a part of the tradition.

She returned to the present, smiling at the vibrant memories and pulling her new key chain remote from a pocket of her jeans before pressing a button to start the engine of her Suburban. The little remote was more fun than practical, but she took childish delight in starting the engine from across a parking lot when someone was standing unsuspectingly by her car. The look on the victim’s face when confronted with an empty vehicle coming to life was always a hoot.

The little remote had been the only item on her Christmas wish list eight months ago, and her husband, Trent, had forgotten it completely. Instead, he bought her a bottle of perfume and two hundred dollars’ worth of skimpy things from Victoria’s Secret. Maybe she was being selfish, but the incident had truly hurt her feelings.

Karen slid behind the wheel and strapped herself in, trying to separate important thoughts from painful ones. It was over with Trent, and they both knew it, but she’d probably wait until the fires were out and the season was over to formalize it and get on with her life. She’d said nothing about her intentions when she’d seen him at the hangar an hour ago—his tepid hug was their first physical contact in the nearly five months he’d been living in West Yellowstone without her. Besides, she figured, if she brought up divorce now, he’d probably just start hitting her again out of anger—a startling propensity she never knew he had before January.

She’d warned him years before when they were married that if he ever hit her, the first blow would be the last. But after the brief battering in January, she’d elected to stay in their Seattle area house for at least the next few months, ignoring his apologies and growing increasingly uncomfortable with his anger, and his presence. When it was finally time for her to go to Missoula once more to take up her seasonal smokejumping duties, the departure was a great relief. Trent was heading off as well to work for Jerry Stein in West Yellowstone, and in truth, Missoula and West Yellowstone were only four road hours apart. Yet in the intervening time, neither of them had made the effort to bridge the distance.

She put the Suburban in gear and glanced at her watch. Then she put the shifter in park again, suddenly unsure of where she should go.

The original plan had been to head straight for the airport and fax a copy of the medical release back to the jump base in Missoula. But now she was in one of those momentary quandaries she hated, between an urgent mission and scheduled relaxation, with license for neither. There was really no reason to rush back to the airfield since she hadn’t yet succeeded in getting the medical clearance. But suddenly kicking back and doing nothing productive seemed too much like loafing and letting everyone down.

Not that getting hurt in the first place hadn’t let the squad down.

The injury had been her own fault, of course, and that was both embarrassing and aggravating. The jump two weeks ago into a remote section of forest eighty miles north of Boise had been routine—her eleventh jump of the season, and her second as squad leader. She was first out the door and stuck the landing in the middle of the small meadow they’d selected, a bravura performance she knew the others had seen but would say nothing about.

The fire had eaten away at only a few acres so far, and within eight hours they had managed to cut line rather easily around the south side and halt it with no need of helitack or tankers. The task accomplished, she decided they would camp in the black—one of the burned areas incapable of igniting again—and walk out in the morning. But she’d neglected to lace her boots tightly before hiking a few yards downslope in the dark to relieve herself, and what would have been a routine stumble over a small, unseen branch became a twisted ankle—though not bad enough to preclude the next day’s ten-mile hike to the road.

She’d cinched her boot up as tightly as possible and decided to say nothing to her squad. But when she stepped off the bus after the long ride, the limp gave her away.

She had already developed a reputation when serving as squad leader of harping about proper medical clearance and the willingness to ground yourself if you weren’t ready to jump, as well as warning against the dangers of too much “can-do” machismo. Once she’d been found out, turning herself in to the doctor in Boise was unavoidable—as had been the act of checking in with the designated physician in West Yellowstone.

The sound of her cell phone corking off triggered a flash of irritation. She knew who it was without looking at the screen, and almost regretted giving the jump duty officer her number so soon, especially since she had a few minutes to herself. Karen punched the call over to her mailbox. Her squad couldn’t be used until tomorrow anyway, and if Trent was trying to find her through the jump shack because he’d lost her cell number once again, so much the better. She would just be out of pocket for a while.

Okay, I’ll relax. I’ll relax for, let’s see, two hours, then drop by Ops.

The sudden urge to drive east into Yellowstone Park tugged at her as a possibility, but she rejected it. She knew she should go back to the hotel, ice the ankle, and pop pills for the rest of the day. But she wasn’t into “should.”

Was there a Starbucks in town?

No, she reminded herself. She’d searched on the Internet from Boise. West Yellowstone was still too small for its own Starbucks, although there was one espresso kiosk as a poor substitute.

Karen put the Suburban in gear once more and maneuvered out of the parking lot onto the street, turning away from the Stagecoach Inn just to the south where she was staying and driving past the other motel where Trent had been living for the past five months. She tried to push Trent’s scowling face out of her mind. He had worked for Jerry Stein off and on for fifteen years. Karen didn’t care much for the man, nor did she like his ragtag fleet of tankers and helicopters, though the men he employed to fly them were a fun bunch—a wild cross section of humanity ranging from quiet, professional family men to unforgettable characters with no fear and less restraint.

She passed the espresso stand set up in a parking lot and continued on for a block before deciding her caffeine deficit was too serious to ignore. Relaxation was fueled by coffee.

Her cell phone began ringing again, and this time she reached over and punched the “send to voice mail” button without looking as she rolled down the window to place her order.

“Grande nonfat, no-whip, double mocha,” she said, amused at the puzzled reaction. “What? You don’t speak Seattleese?”

“Sorry?” the attendant replied with a blank stare.

She rolled her eyes at him and chuckled.

“Okay, I’ll go real slow. You do make mochas, right?”

“Right.”

“Make one for me, please, but use skim milk, a double shot of espresso, no whip cream, and put it in the twelve-ounce cup. Got it?”

He look relieved and nodded, taking her money as the cell phone beeped to signal a waiting message.

She sat waiting for the mocha as she drummed the top of the steering wheel with the fingers of her left hand, her eyes falling on her ring finger again. The lighter band of skin was almost completely gone now, the summer sun having erased the evidence of her unhappy marital entanglement. Parachutists had no business wearing rings that could easily get caught on the structure of the aircraft they were departing, or on a tree branch or numerous other objects—mistakes that could literally yank off fingers. As soon as she’d heard the stories in jump school, she’d made a habit of carefully placing her wedding rings in a safe-deposit box every May before the season started.

She’d married Trent in an impassioned November fever, which began with a simple slow dance at an upscale Sacramento watering hole. God knows what she’d been thinking. Right out of graduate school and suddenly swept up by Trent’s overpowering attentions, it had seemed a dream. He’d barely wrenched his B.A. from a tiny college in Missouri, but he was exciting and he kept calling and calling until he wore her down and she began to believe they were really in love. But by May—the first season his veteran smokejumping bride removed her rings—the newly married veteran firefighting aircraft mechanic was accusing her of having an affair.

“With whom?” she’d asked in anger.

“Hell, woman, I don’t know. Probably one of the college studs on your jump squad. Maybe you didn’t want ’em to know you’re married.”

“Oh, yeah, Trent,” she’d snorted. “You broke the code. Now the whole world will know that we’re not there to fight fires, we’re just dropping in for an orgy, and I didn’t want the rings to intimidate the studs.”

“Well…”

“We only need a few hours to douse the fire, then we can spend the next three nights on the mountain boinking our brains out.”

“Hey, darlin’, I didn’t mean—”

“Yes, you did. You meant the accusation: you just didn’t think it through. Grow up,” she’d sneered at him. “I take off my rings because I’m kinda fond of my fingers remaining attached, and my whole squad knows I’m happily married.”

Correction, she thought now. Was happily married.

That was five years ago.

She felt a twinge of regret at how his face had fallen into a sort of lost-puppy look. He’d made a bumbling, if sincere, apology, and things had been good for several years. But the truth was, their fire had already begun to cool, the mutual loss of interest propelled into free fall by whatever had been eating him for the past two fire seasons. Karen knew she wasn’t the problem, nor was there another lover. But something serious had driven him to a far-away mental place where she could no longer reach him—even if she still cared to try.

The night he’d hit her, however, had been the final evidence that it was way over.

She took her mocha and motored slowly away from the kiosk, ignoring her phone as it rang again. She lowered the ringer volume and sipped the drink, making the decision to think of herself for a change. At least for the next two hours.

Karen steered her way onto South Canyon Street heading north, then west on U.S. 20, turning off eight miles later onto a dirt road that wound its way through fields of late-blooming wildflowers as it meandered up a small mountain ridge toward the Continental Divide. She reached a clearing in the trees near the top of the road and turned the Suburban’s nose toward the valley as she parked and killed the engine, leaving the window cracked open to the fresh breeze that ruffled her hair. She clicked on the accessory part of the ignition switch and fussed with her collection of CDs, trying to find the right track for her mood, as the radio came on and Karen Carpenter’s voice suddenly filled her ears.

It was the wrong song to hear just then. “We’ve Only Just Begun” had been her hope chest song, the golden oldie she’d found as a starry-eyed teenage girl that presaged the kind of marriage she would have some day. The words were perhaps sappy and incredibly idealistic, but, then, so were teenage girls, she thought. “Working together,” “side by side,” “sharing horizons,” and the feeling of two people with a world of time ahead.

Yeah, right.

And here she was pushing thirty, already in a failed marriage with no kids—not that she was ready for kids yet.

Karen realized she was leaking more tears, this time from a different class of pain.

“Dammit,” she said to herself, rubbing angrily at the liquid emotion, but unable to force herself to hit the button and silence the radio.

That song had always made her cry. It wasn’t just Trent and his failure to be what she wanted. Even if she’d married the perfect man, that song would have made her cry.

But wouldn’t it be nice, she thought, to have someone you’d want to be that close to forever? I wonder if it’s possible?

There was a faraway chirping noise coming from her phone, and this time she answered with a curt “Hello.”

“Karen? This is Chris Levine in Ops,” the male voice on the other end intoned. “Ah, could you come on out to the field as quickly as possible? We’re going to need some extra help here.”

“Chris, I’m not cleared to jump until tomorrow at the earliest, and my team won’t be—”

“Karen…Karen…” he interrupted.

She stopped. “What?”

“We’ve had a terrible accident.”

A series of images crackled through her brain, chronicling the better moments in the short anthology of her dying marriage, followed in a nanosecond by a glimpse of the guilt she was going to feel if Trent had somehow been hurt or killed.

“What’s happened?”

“One of the DC-6s went down northwest of Jackson a few minutes ago.”

“Oh, no!”

“I’m afraid so, and we’re gonna need help in here with the phones and, you know, administrative stuff. Trent volunteered you.”

Then he’s not hurt, she thought, shaking her head to expunge the personal thoughts.

“Karen, it sounds exactly like last summer’s disasters. An eyewitness said it came apart in the air. One of the wings.”

“Oh, God! Trent said everything had been checked a hundred times over and it could never happen again!”

“I know. We don’t have details yet. Can you come help? I know your squad isn’t available until morning.”

“I understand. I’ll be there in about ten minutes.”

“Good.”

“Wait…” she added, not sure she wanted to ask the next question. “Who was aboard?”

A small shudder ran through her middle. There were no names she wanted to hear, but there were a couple of names in particular she prayed she wasn’t going to hear.

“It was Tanker Eighty-six, Karen. Jeff Maze. Mike Head was the copilot.”

“Oh, God!” Karen gasped, rubbing her eyes. Jeff Maze. She remembered the last time she’d spent a great evening in the company of the almost legendary pilot. Jeff and Trent had always been great friends. It had been just a year ago.

She sighed heavily. “All right. I’ll be right there.”

But the line was already dead.







Chapter 3



FOREST SERVICE AVIATION OPERATIONS,

WEST YELLOWSTONE AIRPORT, MONTANA

News that Jeff Maze had gone down in Tanker 86 hadn’t reached Clark Maxwell in the air.

He left his DC-6 with the ground crew, expecting them to rush the loading of some twenty-five-hundred gallons of fire retardant at the same time as they filled the cavernous fuel tanks with the prescribed fuel load. But he’d hurried away before they could tell him the entire West Yellowstone airtanker force had just been grounded.

Clark checked his watch as he bypassed the so-called pilot standby shack and pushed through the door to the building that held the Operations Room. He was due to be airborne again in twenty minutes, and he glanced up expecting to see the usual kicked-over anthill of activity.

Instead, the room was quiet and somber and populated by a collection of ashen-faced people who looked up as if a ghost had just joined them.

What’s this? Clark thought, looking around until he caught the eye of Rich Lassiter, an old friend and the Air Operations boss. Clark had known Lassiter for fifteen years and seen the same haunted look on the retired Navy captain’s face too many times before when disaster had struck and they’d lost another pilot or crew. Clark moved quickly toward Rich, reading the scope of the disaster in the older man’s eyes. There was no mistaking the hunched shoulders and the grim expression. They’d lost one of their own.

“What happened?” Clark asked quietly. Uncharacteristically, Rich Lassiter placed a hand on his shoulder, and Clark listened in stunned disbelief to the headline version, his mind reeling as much over the fact that he’d been scheduled to fly that particular DC-6 a few hours before as over the possibility that Jeff and his copilot might really be dead.

“You’re sure…. I mean…”

“That they didn’t make it?”

“Yeah.”

“No, but the reports don’t hold out much hope. The wreckage is burning,” he said.

Clark shook his head, the imagined crash site vivid in his mind, intellect smothered by the raw emotion of unreasonable hope. There had been an eyewitness, Rich said, who’d sworn she’d seen a wing come off, and when such things happened with big airplanes, the fate of the occupants was inevitably sealed.

Nevertheless, hope always sued for an alternate ending.

“My God, Rich. How many more are we going to have?” Clark asked. Rich Lassiter started to answer, his voice catching, then shook his head and turned to attend to a ringing phone.

Clark recognized one of the Forest Service public affairs officers near the back of the crowded room, a validation of the seriousness of the moment. The man’s counterpart from the Park Service would be arriving as well, he thought, as would the well-meaning Critical Stress Debriefing Teams sent in to help counsel those who wanted to talk about it.

That would be all of us, Clark thought, equally convinced that every pilot in the shack would try to tough it out rather than risk appearing vulnerable by openly seeking counsel.

Rusty Davis suddenly materialized at Clark’s side, his face equally gray and grim. Rusty held up his hand to forestall Clark’s question. “One of the guys called me,” he explained. “What do we know?”

Clark repeated the basic details, his voice inadvertently accusatory, as if Rusty had somehow been complicit in the disaster. He’d felt the flash of anger slip past his reserve and regretted the tone instantly. But he was too distracted to apologize.

Three off-duty airtanker pilots were in the building, all of them equally grim, all of them friends of the downed crew.

Clark knew the routine in depressing detail. Even if they had a video of Maze’s wing coming off, there was a procedure to follow. They still had to ground all aviation operations from the aircraft’s home base and quickly test all the fuel supplies for contamination. That meant draining the fuel out of each aircraft, then reloading once they were given the green light. The frantic operation was already in progress on the ramp outside, deeply impacting the ability to support the firefighters east of Jackson Hole.

But far beyond the rote procedures, there was a collective chill affecting each of the pilots in the shack, a cold feeling of mechanical betrayal. Each of their old warhorse airplanes had supposedly been so thoroughly inspected following the disasters of 2002 that there could be no recurrence of wing loss—especially among the DC-6B fleet. And now…

Clark looked around to see Bill Deason approaching. The senior airtanker captain was now one of the grand old men of the profession, as well as a good friend, and it was painful to see the anguish in his eyes.

“Clark, I just…I just don’t believe this!” he was saying.

Clark nodded in sympathy. “I know it, Bill.”

Deason’s beloved, fifty-three-year-old PB4Y-2 was sitting in the dirt several hundred feet away next to the ramp, never to fly again after a Forest Service order in January permanently grounded all such aircraft for the very type of wing failure that had apparently killed Jeff Maze. Deprived of the airplane he’d named The Aging Mistress, Deason now flew an ex-Navy P-3 Orion with “10” on the tail, a turboprop machine far more powerful, modern, and safe—but anything but his favorite. The telltale indicator, according to his wife, Judy, was the fact that he’d yet to name the P-3. For years he had taken immense pride in nursing his old piston-powered bomber along, coaxing amazing feats of precision and endurance out of a ship few others could handle. Modern turboprops like the P-3 were easy to fly, Bill maintained. But ancient air vessels like the PB4Y-2 were like sailing ships or steam locomotives in their cantankerous complexity. Such ships were mastered only by men willing to learn their unique language.

Bill leaned wearily against the Ops counter, shaking his head.

“Has anyone told Misty? Someone’s got to take care of Misty.”

Chris Levine, who had been on the phone summoning reinforcements such as Karen Jones, shook his head sadly. “She’s on her way back from a funeral in Florida and due into Jackson Hole late this afternoon.”

“A funeral?” Deason asked.

“Her mother died last week. I’m trying to get someone to the Jackson airport to meet her when she arrives. This is going to devastate her.”

Deason held up a finger. “Chris, call my wife, Judy. She can make that run to Jackson Hole and get her. She’s at the hotel. No, wait, I’ll call her.” Deason grabbed one of the phones and punched in the number as he glanced at Clark. “I always expected that someday Misty was going to blow Jeff’s head off with a shotgun,” he said softly. “It was shabby the way he treated her, but…she’s completely in love with him.” Bill grimaced. “Was in love with him.”

Bill’s wife answered, and he turned away to speak in low tones about the unspeakable. Clark tried to turn his attention elsewhere, but Bill’s voice carried, and he knew that husband and wife were also dealing with the reality that it could just as easily be Misty Ryan arriving at Judy Deason’s door with news that she, too, had joined a long line of tanker widows who would get few benefits, little support, and no public recognition for their husbands’ sacrifices.

Clark had known Bill and Judy for fifteen years. The couple had been happily married for thirty-six, and Judy had followed Bill through his hardscrabble crop-dusting days, which were endless years of tears and toil and paltry profits from spraying fields with poison from airplanes while trying to stay out of the power lines. She’d raised three good kids while he was doing battle with gravity, and she’d quietly taken the hardships in stride while Bill flew as an airtanker pilot and became one of the lucky few to survive more than twenty seasons. They were both good, caring people, highly respected by all the pilots.

The whole community was filled with good, hardworking people, Clark thought. That was one of the attractions that had drawn him back into it, even after he’d sworn never to succumb again to the temptation to bomb burning trees with pink liquids. Part of the attraction was the unspoken camaraderie that bridged personal and professional disagreements among tanker pilots. But even though the FLOPPs didn’t think it manly to discuss, camaraderie was a distant second to the real narcotic of airtanker flying—the adrenaline high of dangerous aviating coupled with the instant satisfaction of seeing the fruits of your labor reflected in the trees below. That shared experience wove unspoken bonds among men who could be otherwise incredibly combative with one another, because together they shared a lofty secret: the knowledge that few mortals could do what they did and that, given the societal threat that massive forest fires posed, the risk was worth it.

For those who had never been in the military, some of that risk was shouldered as much for God and country as for the paychecks that could keep a pilot and his family fed all winter. Every year there was a war to fight, and, mercenaries or not, they were the heroes to fight it.

The brotherhood had been tested too many times with crashes and losses like this, Clark thought. Not that anyone would ever formally refer to airtankering in such warm, fuzzy, and collegial terms. But it was a brotherhood, with fewer than six hundred in the United States admitted to the inner circle of fire fighting as tanker, lead plane, jumpship, air attack, and helicopter pilots.

The standby shack, which was normally full of wisecracking competitors needling one another unmercifully about nearly everything, usually resembled some seedy civilian version of the SAC “molehole” flight-line alert facilities, which had been manned 24/7 for over forty years by the Air Force’s former Strategic Air Command. It was heartbreaking to see that kind of testosterone-soaked, lighthearted atmosphere turn funereal and grim.

Clark moved to one of the windows, letting the image of the DC-6 he was flying—Tanker 84—coalesce in his consciousness. As a DC-6, she was supposed to be far more sound than the lesser airplanes that had disintegrated in flight the previous summer. But the wings of aging airtankers took a terrible beating each time they hauled a fuselage full of slurry into that rough low-level environment. He trusted the DC-6, but now the shards of metal still smoldering in a forest forty miles distant were from a sister ship essentially identical to the one he was flying.

Or, he corrected himself, was about to go fly once again.

Worse, Jeff Maze’s airplane was the same one Clark would have been flying, and it had apparently come apart in flight, leaving the fuselage a ballistic projectile destined for catastrophic impact with the ground.

Clark watched the ground crew in the distance waiting for the signal to began refueling the tanks they’d just emptied. Once again they would unmercifully stress the wings and the engines and the airframe, bouncing through shudderingly severe drafts and pulling g’s.

So how strong were his wings?

He thought of Tanker 88 in the hangar, and shuddered uncharacteristically. Should he ground Tanker 84 and wait for Tanker 88 to be back in commission? But if he did, what guarantees did he have that Tanker 88 wasn’t going to be the next one to come apart? Undoubtedly the Forest Service—which moved far faster than the FAA—was probably moving that very minute to ground all the DC-6Bs, at least the ones in Jerry Stein’s fleet, regardless of the devastating effect that would have on Jerry’s finances.

But, Clark reminded himself, there was the not-so-insignificant problem of the growing forest fires east and northeast of Jackson Hole and the desperate need for every airtanker that could be coaxed into the air. He knew Jerry would already be on the phone hammering out an agreement with the Forest Service to let his crews go ahead and fly the DC-6Bs if the individual captains felt safe. Jerry Stein could make such a deal secure in the knowledge that none of his pilots would want to admit to being concerned and lose their paychecks in the process.

Might as well suck it up and pray for survival and hope whatever I fly has at least another week of structural integrity.

Clark recognized the self-delusion. It was a decisional acceptance one could never explain to a nonflying spouse or lover, and a direct kinship with the faith and fatalism that had permitted so many young men to climb into air machines in England during World War II, knowing their chances of returning as whole men were statistically slim.

With an almost trancelike surrealism, Clark Maxwell gathered the paperwork from the dispatch desk as his substitute copilot, Josh White, came in from the ramp and moved to his side.

“They’re waiting for the word to reload,” Josh explained.

“Yeah, I was watching.”

“And…I’m being replaced by your regular copilot.”

Clark nodded, forcing a smile. “Yeah, Rusty told me. I’ll miss you, Josh. You didn’t steal my flight lunch like Rusty always does.”

Josh White smiled self-consciously, the smile fading just as quickly as he glanced around the crowded room at the somber gathering. “One more thing, Clark. The mechanic I was talking to couldn’t find anything wrong with either engine three or four. He said we could be describing anything from an impending failure to our stomachs growling.”

“You think he’s right?”

He could see Josh weighing his reply as Rusty came up silently behind him.

“You told him it was a racheting sound, right?” Clark added.

“Yes, I did, and…the guy I was telling is an engine mechanic, and I think he’s right. He just doesn’t have enough information to troubleshoot.”

“Okay.”

“And…thanks for letting me fly with you,” Josh added, offering his hand, which Clark took.

“Good job, Josh. Just…work on not hesitating when you have something to say, or something that’s worrying you.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

When Josh had walked away, Rusty inclined his head toward the ramp and Clark followed, closing the standby shack door behind him.

“What’ve you got?” Clark asked.

“I thought you might want to know what Boise’s thinking,” Rusty said, referring to the National Interagency Coordination Center. “I just sat in on a teleconference.”

“What did Jim have to say?” Jim De Maio was a friend of Clark’s, and was recently appointed Forest Service assistant director of Fire and Aviation Operations.

Rusty shoved his hands deep in his pockets and looked off to the southeast, toward the unseen fires chewing at the carpeted mountains adjacent to Jackson Hole.

“Lynda was doing the briefing.”

“Gardner?” Clark asked, an eyebrow raised.

“Yes.”

Lynda Gardner was a former smokejumper and now the intelligence coordinator and briefer at the Boise center. He was surprised she’d be doing the debrief over De Maio, but it was more than that. She and Clark had a history, Rusty knew, although the most information he’d squeezed out of Clark over too many beers one evening held that the Clark and Lynda story was little more than a brief and torrid rebound affair. It had arisen, he maintained, from mutual failed relationships and the convenience of summer proximity. They hadn’t seen each other in years.

“Yeah, it was Lynda,” he teased, “and she was looking hot.”

“You could tell that on a telephone conference?”

“Okay, she sounded hot,” Rusty said, attempting to lift himself out of the depression of the moment with the kidding, and equally aware it wasn’t working. He sighed and continued. “She was basically telling De Maio and the others that the fire thirty miles due east of Jackson Hole airport—the Deer Creek fire—has the potential to jump the ridge and join a number of smaller fires, since the winds aren’t forecasted to let up for the next forty-eight hours at least. You know where Highway Twenty-six is?”

“Yeah, the main highway from the east into Jackson Hole and the park.”

“Right. She briefed that it could easily jump the highway west of Brecca Peak, and, if so, it had the potential to ignite Yellowstone. Only this time, if the fire starts, we could lose at least two towns and the east side of Teton Park.”

“That’s worst case?”

“Yeah, but a very real possibility, Clark. This is a really serious deal.”

“What do they have committed to fight it?”

“You ready for this? Total of eleven airtankers, three Skycranes, a mess of light helicopters, and two more P-3 Orions on the way from California.”

“Good grief! That’s a huge effort.”

“You can say that again! All of the tankers are coming here.”

“What? West Yellowstone can’t handle more than eight, tops. Not to mention the facilities—look at this room! We’re falling all over one another right now with six birds outside.”

“They’re bringing in additional loading tanks and crews, Clark. I guess they’re going to use Jerry’s ramp, too.”

“Lord.”

“And they’re really worried they didn’t get moving on this fast enough. Again.”

“What’s Jim say?”

“De Maio? He says that Lynda’s overstating the case about the slow reaction. But Clark, no shit, I could hear it in their voices. They’re really sweating a repeat of the monster that ate a third of Yellowstone in ’88.”

Clark glanced through the windows of the operations room to the ramp beyond, taking in the doublewide trailer that served as the pilot ready room and fire retardant operations shack. Their aircraft sat on the retardant loading pad just to the west of the trailer, and Clark realized one of the loading crew was waving in the general direction of flight operations in hopes of snagging Clark’s attention.

“They’re ready, Rusty. Let’s go.”

Rusty nodded and picked up his flight bag, covering the hundred yards to the DC-6B as the mechanic held out a clipboard.

“If you feel comfortable enough to fly, you gotta sign this release first.”

“Would you fly with me?” Clark asked.

“Hell, yes.” The mechanic grinned, muttering the rest of the answer under his breath, “Someday, in a Piper Cub.”

Rusty had already disappeared into the aircraft, and Clark hesitated for a few seconds after handing back the signed form. He scanned the horizon and the intermittent deep blue appearing between the altocumulus clouds in the summer sky overhead. The temperature was in the lower seventies, the West Yellowstone wind—not being a product of the wind tunnel created by the Tetons and the Canadian low sitting north of Missoula—was a mere breeze of six knots. But it was strong enough to bring a bouquet of fresh aromas from the wildflowers carpeting the nearby meadows and the pines on the slopes, a scent not so much smelled as perceived on the thin mountain air.

He could detect as well the aromas of an aging aircraft, from the sharp atomizing smell of aviation gasoline splashed on the leading edge of the wing and the concrete to the musty odor of oil staining the side of the engines. All of it was overburdened by the strong, occasional whiff of their perennial cargo: the thousands of gallons of red slurry made from water and fertilizers and carrying a unique bouquet of chemicals, including essence of dirty ammonia, a smell no tanker pilot could ever completely wash out of his clothes during the season.
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