
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   
      
      By Nora Roberts

[image: image]

Homeport

The Reef

River’s End

Carolina Moon

The Villa

Midnight Bayou

Three Fates

Birthright

Northern Lights

Blue Smoke

Montana Sky

Angels Fall

High Noon

Divine Evil

Tribute

Sanctuary

Black Hills

The Search

Chasing Fire

The Witness

Whiskey Beach

The Collector

The Liar

The Obsession

Come Sundown

Shelter in Place

Under Currents

 

[image: image]

The Born In Trilogy:

Born in Fire

Born in Ice

Born in Shame

 

The Bride Quartet:

Vision in White

A Bed of Roses

Savour the Moment

Happy Ever After

 

The Key Trilogy:

Key of Light

Key of Knowledge

Key of Valour

 

The Irish Trilogy:

Jewels of the Sun

Tears of the Moon

Heart of the Sea

 

Three Sisters Island Trilogy:

Dance upon the Air

Heaven and Earth

Face the Fire

 

The Sign of Seven Trilogy:

Blood Brothers

The Hollow

The Pagan Stone

 

Chesapeake Bay Quartet:

Sea Swept

Rising Tides

Inner Harbour

Chesapeake Blue

 

In the Garden Trilogy:

Blue Dahlia

Black Rose

Red Lily

 

The Circle Trilogy:

Morrigan’s Cross

Dance of the Gods

Valley of Silence

 

The Dream Trilogy:

Daring to Dream

Holding the Dream

Finding the Dream

 

The Inn Boonsboro Trilogy:

The Next Always

The Last Boyfriend

The Perfect Hope

 

The Cousins O’Dwyer Trilogy:

Dark Witch

Shadow Spell

Blood Magick

 

The Guardians Trilogy:

Stars of Fortune

Bay of Sighs

Island of Glass

 

The Chronicles of the One Trilogy:

Year One

Of Blood and Bone

The Rise of Magicks

[image: image]

Many of Nora Roberts’ other titles are now available in eBook and she is also the author of the In Death series using the pseudonym J.D. Robb.


COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9780748116331

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental

Copyright © 2011 by Nora Roberts


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY


www.hachette.co.uk


      
      Contents

      Copyright

          
      By Nora Roberts

      
           
      INITIAL ATTACK

      
      Chapter 1

      
      Chapter 2

      
      Chapter 3

      
      Chapter 4

      
      Chapter 5

      
      Chapter 6

      
      Chapter 7

      
      Chapter 8

      
      Chapter 9

      
      Chapter 10

      
      EXTENDED ATTACK

      
      Chapter 11

      
      Chapter 12

      
      Chapter 13

      
      Chapter 14

      
      Chapter 15

      
      Chapter 16

      
      Chapter 17

      
      Chapter 18

      
      Chapter 19

      
      Chapter 20

      
      BLOWUP

      
      Chapter 21

      
      Chapter 22

      
      Chapter 23

      
      Chapter 24

      
      Chapter 25

      
      Chapter 26

      
      Chapter 27

      
      Chapter 28

      
      Chapter 29

      
      Chapter 30

      
   

      To Bruce

      For understanding me,

      and loving me anyway

   
      
      INITIAL
ATTACK

      
      Soon kindled and soon burnt.
      

      
      WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

      
   
      
      1

      
      Caught in the crosshairs of wind above the Bitterroots, the jump ship fought to find its stream. Fire boiling over the land
         jabbed its fists up through towers of smoke as if trying for a knockout punch.
      

      
      From her seat Rowan Tripp angled to watch a seriously pissed-off Mother Nature’s big show. In minutes she’d be inside it,
         enclosed in the mad world of searing heat, leaping flames, choking smoke. She’d wage war with shovel and saw, grit and guile.
         A war she didn’t intend to lose.
      

      
      Her stomach bounced along with the plane, a sensation she’d taught herself to ignore. She’d flown all of her life, and had
         fought wildfires every season since her eighteenth birthday. For the last half of those eight years she’d jumped fire.
      

      
      She’d studied, trained, bled and burned—outwilled pain and exhaustion to become a Zulie. A Missoula smoke jumper.

      
      She stretched out her long legs as best she could for a moment, rolled her shoulders under her pack to keep them loose.

      
      Beside her, her jump partner watched as she did. His fingers did a fast tap dance on his thighs. “She looks mean.”
      

      
      “We’re meaner.”

      
      He shot her a fast, toothy grin. “Bet your ass.”

      
      Nerves. She could all but feel them riding along his skin.

      
      Near the end of his first season, Rowan thought, and Jim Brayner needed to pump himself up before a jump. Some always would,
         she decided, while others caught short catnaps to bank sleep against the heavy withdrawals to come.
      

      
      She was first jump on this load, and Jim would be right behind her. If he needed a little juice, she’d supply it.

      
      “Kick her ass, more like. It’s the first real bitch we’ve jumped in a week.” She gave him an easy elbow jab. “Weren’t you
         the one who kept saying the season was done?”
      

      
      He tapped those busy fingers on his thighs to some inner rhythm. “Nah, that was Matt,” he insisted, grin still wide as he
         deflected the claim onto his brother.
      

      
      “That’s what you get with a couple Nebraska farm boys. Don’t you have a hot date tomorrow night?”

      
      “My dates are always hot.”

      
      She couldn’t argue, as she’d seen Jim snag women like rainbow trout anytime the unit had pulled a night off to kick it up
         in town. He’d hit on her, she remembered, about two short seconds after he’d arrived on base. Still, he’d been good-natured
         about her shutdown. She’d implemented a firm policy against dating within the unit.
      

      
      Otherwise, she might’ve been tempted. He had that open, innocent face offset by the quick grin, and the gleam in the eye.
         For fun, she thought, for a careless pop of the cork out of the lust bottle. For serious—even if she’d been looking for serious—he’d
         never do the trick. Though they were the same age, he was just too young, too fresh off the farm—and maybe just a little
         too sweet under the thin layer of green that hadn’t burned off quite yet.
      

      
      “Which girl’s going to bed sad and lonely if you’re still dancing with the dragon?” she asked him.
      

      
      “Lucille.”

      
      “That’s the little one—with the giggle.”

      
      His fingers tapped, tapped, tapped on his knee. “She does more than giggle.”

      
      “You’re a dog, Romeo.”

      
      He tipped back his head, let out a series of sharp barks that made her laugh.

      
      “Make sure Dolly doesn’t find out you’re out howling,” she commented. She knew—everyone knew—he’d been banging one of the
         base cooks like a drum all season.
      

      
      “I can handle Dolly.” The tapping picked up pace. “Gonna handle Dolly.”

      
      Okay, Rowan thought, something bent out of shape there, which was why smart people didn’t bang or get banged by people they
         worked with.
      

      
      She gave him a little nudge because those busy fingers concerned her. “Everything okay with you, farm boy?”

      
      His pale blue eyes met hers for an instant, then shifted away while his knees did a bounce under those drumming fingers. “No
         problems here. It’s going to be smooth sailing like always. I just need to get down there.”
      

      
      She put a hand over his to still it. “You need to keep your head in the game, Jim.”

      
      “It’s there. Right there. Look at her, swishing her tail,” he said. “Once us Zulies get down there, she won’t be so sassy.
         We’ll put her down, and I’ll be making time with Lucille tomorrow night.”
      

      
      Unlikely, Rowan thought to herself. Her aerial view of the fire put her gauge at a solid two days of hard, sweaty work.

      
      And that was if things went their way.

      
      Rowan reached for her helmet, nodded toward their spotter. “Getting ready. Stay chilly, farm boy.”

      
      “I’m ice.”
      

      
      Cards—so dubbed as he carried a pack everywhere—wound his way through the load of ten jumpers and equipment to the rear of
         the plane, attached the tail of his harness to the restraining line.
      

      
      Even as Cards shouted out the warning to guard their reserves, Rowan hooked her arm over hers. Cards, a tough-bodied vet,
         pulled the door open to a rush of wind tainted with smoke and fuel. As he reached for the first set of streamers, Rowan set
         her helmet over her short crown of blond hair, strapped it, adjusted her face mask.
      

      
      She watched the streamers doing their colorful dance against the smoke-stained sky. Their long strips kicked in the turbulence,
         spiraled toward the southwest, seemed to roll, to rise, then caught another bounce before whisking into the trees.
      

      
      Cards called, “Right!” into his headset, and the pilot turned the plane.

      
      The second set of streamers snapped out, spun like a kid’s wind-up toy. The strips wrapped together, pulled apart, then dropped
         onto the tree-flanked patch of the jump site.
      

      
      “The wind line’s running across that creek, down to the trees and across the site,” Rowan said to Jim.

      
      Over her, the spotter and pilot made more adjustments, and another set of streamers snapped out into the slipstream.

      
      “It’s got a bite to it.”

      
      “Yeah. I saw.” Jim swiped the back of his hand over his mouth before strapping on his helmet and mask.

      
      “Take her to three thousand,” Cards shouted.

      
      Jump altitude. As first man, first stick, Rowan rose to take position. “About three hundred yards of drift,” she shouted to
         Jim, repeating what she’d heard Cards telling the pilot. “But there’s that bite. Don’t get caught downwind.”
      

      
      “Not my first party.”

      
      She saw his grin behind the bars of his face mask—confident, even eager. But something in his eyes, she thought. Just for
         a flash. She started to speak again, but Cards, already in position to the right of the door, called out, “Are you ready?”
      

      
      “We’re ready,” she called back.

      
      “Hook up.”

      
      Rowan snapped the static line in place.

      
      “Get in the door!”

      
      She dropped to sitting, legs out in the wicked slipstream, body leaning back. Everything roared. Below her extended legs,
         fire ran in vibrant red and gold.
      

      
      There was nothing but the moment, nothing but the wind and fire and the twist of exhilaration and fear that always, always
         surprised her.
      

      
      “Did you see the streamers?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “You see the spot?”

      
      She nodded, bringing both into her head, following those colorful strips to the target.

      
      Cards repeated what she’d told Jim, almost word for word. She only nodded again, eyes on the horizon, letting her breath come
         easy, visualizing herself flying, falling, navigating the sky down to the heart of the jump spot.
      

      
      She went through her four-point check as the plane completed its circle and leveled out.

      
      Cards pulled his head back in. “Get ready.”

      
      Ready-steady, her father said in her head. She grabbed both sides of the door, sucked in a breath.
      

      
      And when the spotter’s hand slapped her shoulder, she launched herself into the sky.

      
      Nothing she knew topped that one instant of insanity, hurling herself into the void. She counted off in her mind, a task as
         automatic as breathing, and rolled in that charged sky to watch the plane fly past. She caught sight of Jim, hurtling after
         her.
      

      
      Again, she turned her body, fighting the drag of wind until her feet were down. With a yank and jerk, her canopy burst open. She scouted out Jim again, felt a tiny pop of relief when she saw
         his chute spread against the empty sky. In that pocket of eerie silence, beyond the roar of the plane, above the voice of
         the fire, she gripped her steering toggles.
      

      
      The wind wanted to drag her north, and was pretty insistent about it. Rowan was just as insistent on staying on the course
         she’d mapped out in her head. She watched the ground as she steered against the frisky crosscurrent that pinched its fingers
         on her canopy, doing its best to circle her into the tailwind.
      

      
      The turbulence that had caught the streamers struck her in gusty slaps while the heat pumped up from the burning ground. If
         the wind had its way, she’d overshoot the jump spot, fly into the verge of trees, risk a hang-up. Or worse, it could shove
         her west, and into the flames.
      

      
      She dragged hard on her toggle, glanced over in time to see Jim catch the downwind and go into a spin.

      
      “Pull right! Pull right!”

      
      “I got it! I got it.”

      
      But to her horror, he pulled left.

      
      “Right, goddamn it!”

      
      She had to turn for her final, and the pleasure of a near seamless slide into the glide path drowned in sheer panic. Jim soared
         west, helplessly towed by a horizontal canopy.
      

      
      Rowan hit the jump site, rolled. She gained her feet, slapped her release. And heard it as she stood in the center of the
         blaze.
      

      
      She heard her jump partner’s scream.

      
      THE SCREAM followed her as she shot up in bed, echoed in her head as she sat huddled in the dark.
      

      
      Stop, stop, stop! she ordered herself. And dropped her head on her updrawn knees until she got her breath back.
      

      
      No point in it, she thought. No point in reliving it, in going over all the details, all the moments, or asking herself, again, if she could’ve done just one thing differently.
      

      
      Asking herself why Jim hadn’t followed her drop into the jump spot. Why he’d pulled the wrong toggle. Because, goddamn it , he’d pulled the wrong toggle.
      

      
      And had flown straight into the towers and lethal branches of those burning trees.

      
      Months ago now, she reminded herself. She’d had the long winter to get past it. And thought she had.

      
      Being back on base triggered it, she admitted, and rubbed her hands over her face, back over the hair she’d had cut into a
         short, maintenance-free cap only days before.
      

      
      Fire season was nearly on them. Refresher training started in a couple short hours. Memories, regrets, grief—they were bound
         to pay a return visit. But she needed sleep, another hour before she got up, geared up for the punishing three-mile run.
      

      
      She was damn good at willing herself to sleep, anyplace, anytime. Coyote-ing in a safe zone during a fire, on a shuddering
         jump plane. She knew how to eat and sleep when the need and opportunity opened.
      

      
      But when she closed her eyes again, she saw herself back on the plane, turning toward Jim’s grin.

      
      Knowing she had to shake it off, she shoved out of bed. She’d grab a shower, some caffeine, stuff in some carbs, then do a
         light workout to warm up for the physical training test.
      

      
      It continued to baffle her fellow jumpers that she never drank coffee unless it was her only choice. She liked the cold and
         sweet. After she’d dressed, Rowan hit her stash of Cokes, grabbed an energy bar. She took both outside where the sky was still
         shy of first light and the air stayed chill in the early spring of western Montana.
      

      
      In the vast sky stars blinked out, little candles snuffed. She pulled the dark and quiet around her, found some comfort in
         it. In an hour, give or take, the base would wake, and testosterone would flood the air.
      

      
      Since she generally preferred the company of men, for conversation, for companionship, she didn’t mind being outnumbered by
         them. But she prized her quiet time, those little pieces of alone that became rare and precious during the season. Next best
         thing to sleep before a day filled with pressure and stress, she thought.
      

      
      She could tell herself not to worry about the run, remind herself she’d been vigilant about her PT all winter, was in the
         best shape of her life—and it didn’t mean a damn.
      

      
      Anything could happen. A turned ankle, a mental lapse, a sudden, debilitating cramp. Or she could just have a bad run. Others
         had. Sometimes they came back from it, sometimes they didn’t.
      

      
      And a negative attitude wasn’t going to help. She chowed down on the energy bar, gulped caffeine into her system and watched
         the day eke its first shimmer over the rugged, snow-tipped western peaks.
      

      
      When she ducked into the gym minutes later, she noted her alone time was over.

      
      “Hey, Trigger.” She nodded to the man doing crunches on a mat. “What do you know?”

      
      “I know we’re all crazy. What the hell am I doing here, Ro? I’m forty-fucking-three years old.”

      
      She unrolled a mat, started her stretches. “If you weren’t crazy, weren’t here, you’d still be forty-fucking-three.”

      
      At six-five, barely making the height restrictions, Trigger Gulch was a lean, mean machine with a west Texas twang and an
         affection for cowboy boots.
      

      
      He huffed through a quick series of pulsing crunches. “I could be lying on a beach in Waikiki.”

      
      “You could be selling real estate in Amarillo.”

      
      “I could do that.” He mopped his face, pointed at her. “Nine-to-five the next fifteen years, then retire to that beach in
         Waikiki.”
      

      
      “Waikiki’s full of people, I hear.”

      
      “Yeah, that’s the damn trouble.” He sat up, a good-looking man with gray liberally salted through his brown hair, and a scar
         snaked on his left knee from a meniscus repair. He smiled at her as she lay on her back, pulled her right leg up and toward
         her nose. “Looking good, Ro. How was your fat season?”
      

      
      “Busy.” She repeated the stretch on her left leg. “I’ve been looking forward to coming back, getting me some rest.”

      
      He laughed at that. “How’s your dad?”

      
      “Good as gold.” Rowan sat up, then folded her long, curvy body in two. “Gets a little wistful this time of year.” She closed
         ice-blue eyes and pulled her flexed feet back toward the crown of her head. “He misses the start-up, everybody coming back,
         but the business doesn’t give him time to brood.”
      

      
      “Even people who aren’t us like to jump out of planes.”

      
      “Pay good money for it, too. Had a good one last week.” She spread her legs in a wide vee, grabbed her toes and again bent
         forward. “Couple celebrated their fiftieth anniversary with a jump. Gave me a bottle of French champagne as a tip.”
      

      
      Trigger sat where he was, watching as she pushed to her feet to begin the first sun salutation. “Are you still teaching that
         hippie class?”
      

      
      Rowan flowed from Up Dog to Down Dog, turned her head to shoot Trigger a pitying look. “It’s yoga, old man, and yeah, I’m
         still doing some personal trainer work off-season. Helps keep the lard out of my ass. How about you?”
      

      
      “I pile the lard on. It gives me more to burn off when the real work starts.”

      
      “If this season’s as slow as last, we’ll all be sitting on fat asses. Have you seen Cards? He doesn’t appear to have turned
         down any second helpings this winter.”
      

      
      “Got a new woman.”

      
      “No shit.” Looser, she picked up the pace, added lunges.

      
      “He met her in the frozen food section of the grocery store in October, and moved in with her for New Year’s. She’s got a
         couple kids. Schoolteacher.”
      

      
      “Schoolteacher, kids? Cards?” Rowan shook her head. “Must be love.”

      
      “Must be something. He said the woman and the kids are coming out maybe late July, maybe spend the rest of the summer.”

      
      “That sounds serious.” She shifted to a twist, eyeing Trigger as she held the position. “She must be something. Still, he’d
         better see how she handles a season. It’s one thing to hook up with a smoke jumper in the winter, and another to stick through
         the summer. Families crack like eggs,” she added, then wished she hadn’t as Matt Brayner stepped in.
      

      
      She hadn’t seen him since Jim’s funeral, and though she’d spoken with his mother a few times, hadn’t been sure he’d come back.

      
      He looked older, she thought, more worn around the eyes and mouth. And heartbreakingly like his brother with the floppy mop
         of bleached wheat hair, the pale blue eyes. His gaze tracked from Trigger, met hers. She wondered what the smile cost him.
      

      
      “How’s it going?”

      
      “Pretty good.” She straightened, wiped her palms on the thighs of her workout pants. “Just sweating off some nerves before
         the PT test.”
      

      
      “I thought I’d do the same. Or just screw it and go into town and order a double stack of pancakes.”

      
      “We’ll get ’em after the run.” Trigger walked over, held out a hand. “Good to see you, Hayseed.”

      
      “You too.”

      
      “I’m going for coffee. They’ll be loading us up before too long.”

      
      As Trigger went out, Matt walked over, picked up a twenty-pound weight. Put it down again. “I guess it’s going to be weird,
         for a while anyway. Seeing me makes everybody … think.”
      

      
      “Nobody’s going to forget. I’m glad you’re back.”

      
      “I don’t know if I am, but I couldn’t seem to do anything else. Anyway. I wanted to say thanks for keeping in touch with my ma the way you have. It means a lot to her.”
      

      
      “I wish … Well, if wishes were horses I’d have a rodeo. I’m glad you’re back. See you at the van.”

      
      SHE UNDERSTOOD Matt’s sentiment, couldn’t seem to do anything else. It would sum up the core feelings of the men, and four women including
         herself, who piled into vans for the ride out to the start of the run for their jobs. She settled in, letting the ragging
         and bragging flow over her.
      

      
      A lot of insults about winter weight, and the ever-popular lard-ass remarks. She closed her eyes, tried to let herself drift
         as the nerves riding under the good-natured bullshit winging around the van wanted to reach inside and shake hands with her
         own.
      

      
      Janis Petrie, one of the four females in the unit, dropped down beside her. Her small, compact build had earned her the nickname
         Elf, and she looked like a perky head cheerleader.
      

      
      This morning, her nails sported bright pink polish and her shiny brown hair bounced in a tail tied with a circle of butterflies.

      
      She was pretty as a gumdrop, tended to giggle, and could—and did—work a saw line for fourteen hours straight.

      
      “Ready to rock, Swede?”

      
      “And roll. Why would you put on makeup before this bitch of a test?” Janis fluttered her long, lush lashes. “So these poor
         guys’ll have something pretty to look at when they stumble over the finish line. Seeing as I’ll be there first.”
      

      
      “You are pretty damn fast.”

      
      “Small but mighty. Did you check out the rookies?”

      
      “Not yet.”

      
      “Six of our kind in there. Maybe we’ll add enough women for a nice little sewing circle. Or a book club.”

      
      Rowan laughed. “And after, we’ll have a bake sale.”
      

      
      “Cupcakes. Cupcakes are my weakness. It’s such pretty country.” Janis leaned forward a little to get a clearer view out the
         window. “I always miss it when I’m gone, always wonder what I’m doing living in the city doing physical therapy on country
         club types with tennis elbow.”
      

      
      She blew out a breath. “Then by July I’ll be wondering what I’m doing out here, strung out on no sleep, hurting everywhere,
         when I could be taking my lunch break at the pool.”
      

      
      “It’s a long way from Missoula to San Diego.”

      
      “Damn right. You don’t have that pull-tug. You live here. For most of us, this is coming home. Until we finish the season
         and go home, then that feels like home. It can cross up the circuits.”
      

      
      She rolled her warm brown eyes toward Rowan as the van stopped. “Here we go again.”

      
      Rowan climbed out of the van, drew in the air. It smelled good, fresh and new. Spring, the kind with green and wildflowers
         and balmy breezes, wouldn’t be far off now. She scouted the flags marking the course as the base manager, Michael Little Bear,
         laid out requirements.
      

      
      His long black braid streamed down his bright red jacket. Rowan knew there’d be a roll of Life Savers in the pocket, a substitute
         for the Marlboros he’d quit over the winter.
      

      
      L.B. and his family lived a stone’s throw from the base, and his wife worked for Rowan’s father.

      
      Everyone knew the rules. Run the course, and get it done in under 22:30, or walk away. Try it again in a week. Fail that?
         Find a new summer job.
      

      
      Rowan stretched out—hamstrings, quads, calves.

      
      “I hate this shit.”

      
      “You’ll make it.” She gave him an elbow in the belly. “Think of a meat-lover’s pizza waiting for you on the other side of
         the line.”
      

      
      “Kiss my ass.”

      
      “The size it is now? That’d take me a while.”

      
      He snorted out a laugh as they lined up.
      

      
      She calmed herself. Got in her head, got in her body, as L.B. walked back to the van. When the van took off, so did the line.
         Rowan hit the timer button on her watch, merged with the pack. She knew every one of them—had worked with them, sweated with
         them, risked her life with them. And she wished them—every one—good luck and a good run.
      

      
      But for the next twenty-two and thirty, it was every man—and woman—for himself.

      
      She dug in, kicked up her pace and ran for, what was in a very large sense, her life. She made her way through the pack and,
         as others did, called out encouragement or jibes, whatever worked best to kick asses into gear. She knew there would be knees
         aching, chests hammering, stomachs churning. Spring training would have toned some, added insult to injuries on others.
      

      
      She couldn’t think about it. She focused on mile one, and when she passed the marker, noted her time at 4:12.

      
      Mile two, she ordered herself, and kept her stride smooth, her pace steady—even when Janis passed her with a grim smile. The
         burn rose up from her toes to her ankles, flowed up her calves. Sweat ran hot down her back, down her chest, over her galloping
         heart.
      

      
      She could slow her pace—her time was good—but the stress of imagined stumbles, turned ankles, a lightning strike from beyond,
         pushed her.
      

      
      Don’t let up.

      
      When she passed mile two she’d moved beyond the burn, the sweat, into the mindless. One more mile. She passed some, was passed
         by others, while her pulse pounded in her ears. As before a jump, she kept her eyes on the horizon—land and sky. Her love
         of both whipped her through the final mile.
      

      
      She blew past the last marker, heard L.B. call out her name and time. Tripp, fifteen-twenty. And ran another twenty yards before she could convince her legs it was okay to stop.
      

      
      Bending from the waist, she caught her breath, squeezed her eyes tightly shut. As always after the PT test she wanted to weep.
         Not from the effort. She—all of them—faced worse, harder, tougher. But the stress clawing at her mind finally retracted.
      

      
      She could continue to be what she wanted to be.

      
      She walked off the run, tuning in now as other names and times were called out. She high-fived with Trigger as he crossed
         three miles.
      

      
      Everyone who passed stayed on the line. A unit again, all but willing the rest to make it, make that time. She checked her
         watch, saw the deadline coming up, and four had yet to cross.
      

      
      Cards, Matt, Yangtree, who’d celebrated—or mourned—his fifty-fourth birthday the month before, and Gibbons, whose bad knee
         had him nearly hobbling those last yards.
      

      
      Cards wheezed in with three seconds to spare, with Yangtree right behind him. Gibbons’s face was a sweat-drenched study in
         pain and grit, but Matt? It seemed to Rowan he barely pushed.
      

      
      His eyes met hers. She pumped her fist, imagined herself dragging him and Gibbons over the last few feet while the seconds
         counted down. She swore she could see the light come on, could see Matt reaching in, digging down.
      

      
      He hit at 22:28, with Gibbons stumbling over a half second behind.

      
      The cheer rose then, the triumph of one more season.

      
      “Guess you two wanted to add a little suspense.” L.B. lowered his clipboard. “Welcome back. Take a minute to bask, then let’s
         get loaded.”
      

      
      “Hey, Ro!” She glanced over at Cards’s shout, in time to see him turn, bend over and drop his pants. “Pucker up!”

      
      And we’re back, she thought.

   
      
      2

      
      Gulliver Curry rolled out of his sleeping bag and took stock. Everything hurt, he decided. But that made a workable balance.
         He smelled snow, and a look out of his tent showed him, yes, indeed, a couple fresh inches had fallen overnight. His breath
         streamed out in clouds as he pulled on pants. The blisters on his blisters made dressing for the day an … experience.
      

      
      Then again, he valued experience.

      
      The day before, he, along with twenty-five other recruits, had dug fire line for fourteen hours, then topped off that little
         task with a three-mile hike, carrying an eighty-five-pound pack.
      

      
      They’d felled trees with crosscut saws, hiked, dug, sharpened tools, dug, hiked, scaled the towering pines, then dug some
         more.
      

      
      Summer camp for the masochist, he thought. Otherwise known as rookie training for smoke jumpers. Four recruits had already
         washed out—two of them hadn’t gotten past the initial PT test. His seven years’ fire experience, the last four on a hotshot
         crew, gave Gull some advantage.
      

      
      But that didn’t mean he felt fresh as a rosebud.
      

      
      He rubbed a hand over his face, scratching his palm over bristles from nearly a week without a razor. God, he wanted a hot
         shower, a shave and an ice-cold beer. Tonight, after a fun-filled hike through the Bitterroots, this time hauling a hundred-and-ten-pound
         pack, he’d get all three.
      

      
      And tomorrow, he’d start the next phase. Tomorrow he’d start learning how to fly.

      
      Hotshots trained like maniacs, worked like dogs, primarily on highpriority wilderness fires. But they didn’t jump out of
         planes. That, he thought, added a whole new experience. He shoved a hand through his thick mass of dark hair, then crawled
         out of the tent into the crystal snowscape of predawn.
      

      
      His eyes, feline green, tracked up to check the sky, and he stood for a moment in the still, tall and tough in his rough brown
         pants and bright yellow shirt. He had what he wanted here—or pieces of it—the knowledge that he could do what he’d come to
         do.
      

      
      He measured the height of the ponderosa pine to his left. Ninety feet, give or take. He’d walked up that bastard the day before,
         biting his gaffs into bark. And from that height, hooked with spikes and harness, he’d gazed out over the forest.
      

      
      An experience.

      
      Through the scent of snow and pine, he headed toward the cook tent as the camp began to stir. And despite the aches, the blisters—maybe
         because of them—he looked forward to what the day would bring.
      

      
      Shortly after noon, Gull watched the lodgepole pine topple. He shoved his hard hat back enough to wipe sweat off his forehead
         and nodded to his partner on the crosscut saw.
      

      
      “Another one bites the dust.”

      
      Dobie Karstain barely made the height requirement at five six. His beard and stream of dung brown hair gave him the look of
         a pint-sized mountain man, while the safety goggles seemed to emphasize the wild, wide eyes.
      

      
      Dobie hefted a chain saw. “Let’s cut her into bite-sized pieces.”
      

      
      They worked rhythmically. Gull had figured Dobie for a washout, but the native Kentuckian was stronger, and sturdier, than
         he looked. He liked Dobie well enough—despite the man’s distinctly red neck—and was working on reaching a level of trust.
      

      
      If Dobie made it through, odds were they’d be sawing and digging together again. Not on a bright, clear spring afternoon,
         but in the center of fire where trust and teamwork were as essential as a sharp Pulaski, the two-headed tool with ax and grub
         hoe.
      

      
      “Wouldn’t mind tapping that before she folds.”

      
      Gull glanced over at one of the female recruits. “What makes you think she’ll fold?”

      
      “Women ain’t built for this work, son.”

      
      Gull drew the blade of the saw through the pine. “Just for baby-making, are they?”

      
      Dobie grinned through his beard. “I didn’t design the model. I just like riding ’em.”

      
      “You’re an asshole, Dobie.”

      
      “Some say,” Dobie agreed in the same good-natured tone.

      
      Gull studied the woman again. Perky blond, maybe an inch or two shy of Dobie’s height. And from his point of view, she’d held
         up as well as any of them. Ski instructor out of Colorado, he recalled. Libby. He’d seen her retaping her blisters that morning.
      

      
      “I got twenty says she makes it all the way.”

      
      Dobie chuckled as another log rolled. “I’ll take your twenty, son.”

      
      When they finished their assignment, Gull retaped some of his own blisters. Then, as the instructors were busy, taped Dobie’s
         fresh ones.
      

      
      They moved through the camp to their waiting packs. Three miles to go, Gull thought, then he’d end this fine day with that
         shave, shower and cold beer.
      

      
      He sat, strapped on the pack, then pulled out a pack of gum. He offered a stick to Dobie.

      
      “Don’t mind if I do.”
      

      
      Together they rolled over to their hands and knees, then pushed to standing.

      
      “Just imagine you’re carrying a pretty little woman,” Dobie advised, with a wiggle of eyebrows in Libby’s direction.

      
      “A buck-ten’s pretty scrawny for my taste.”

      
      “She’ll feel like more by the time we’re done.”

      
      No question about it, Gull mused, and the instructor didn’t set what you’d call a meandering pace along the rocky, quad-burning
         trail.
      

      
      They pushed one another, that’s how it was done. Ragged one another, encouraged one another, insulted one another, to get
         the group another step, another yard. The spurring fact was, in a few weeks it would be real. And on the fire line everyone’s
         life depended on the other.
      

      
      “What do you do back in Kentucky?” Gull asked Dobie while a hawk screamed overhead and the smell of group sweat competed with
         pine.
      

      
      “Some of this, some of that. Last three seasons I doused fires in the national forest. One night after we beat one down, I
         got a little drunk, took a bet how I’d be a smoke jumper. So I got an application, and here I am.”
      

      
      “You’re doing this on a bet?” The idea just appealed to his sense of the ridiculous.

      
      “Hundred dollars on the line, son. And my pride that’s worth more. You ever jump out of a plane?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Takes the crazy.”

      
      “Some might say.” Gull passed Dobie’s earlier words back to him.

      
      “What’s it feel like? When you’re falling?”

      
      “Like hot, screaming sex with a beautiful woman.”

      
      “I was hoping.” Dobie shifted his pack, winced. “Because this fucking training better be worth it.”

      
      “Libby’s holding up.”

      
      “Who?”

      
      Gull lifted his chin. “Your most recent bet.”
      

      
      Dobie gritted his teeth as they started up yet another incline. “Day’s not over.”

      
      By the time it was, Gull got his shower, his shave, and managed to grab a brew before falling facedown on his bunk.

      
      MICHAEL LITTLE BEAR snagged Rowan on her way into the gym. “I need you to take rookie training this morning. Cards was on it, but he’s puking
         up his guts in the john.”
      

      
      “Hangover?”

      
      “No. Stomach flu or something. I need you to run them on the playground. Okay?”

      
      “Sure. I’m already on with Yangtree, on the slam-ulator. I can make a day eating rooks. How many do we have?”

      
      “Twenty-five left, and they look pretty damn good. One beat the base record on the mile-and-a-half course. Nailed it in six-thirty-nine.”

      
      “Fast feet. We’ll see how the rest of him does today.”

      
      She knocked thirty minutes off her planned ninety in the gym. Taking the recruits over the obstacle course would make up
         for it, and meant she’d just skated out of a stint sewing personal gear bags in the manufacturing room.
      

      
      Damn good deal, Rowan thought as she put on her boots.

      
      She grabbed the paperwork, a clipboard, a water bottle and, fixing a blue ball cap on her head, headed outside.

      
      Clouds had rolled in overnight and tucked the warm in nicely. Activity swarmed the base—runners on the track or the road,
         trucks off-loaded supplies, men and women crossed from building to building. A plane taxied out taking a group up for a preseason
         practice jump.
      

      
      Long before the fire siren screamed, work demanded attention. Sewing, stuffing, disassembling equipment, training, packing
         chutes.
      

      
      She started toward the training field, pausing when she crossed paths with Matt.
      

      
      “What’re you on?” he asked her.

      
      “Rook detail. Cards is down with some stomach deal. You?”

      
      “I’m up this afternoon.” He glanced skyward as the jump plane rose into the air. “I’m in the loadmaster’s room this morning.”
         He smiled. “Want to trade?”
      

      
      “Hmm, stuck inside loading supplies or out here torturing rookies? No deal.”

      
      “Figured.”

      
      She continued on, noting the trainees were starting to gather on the field. They’d come in from a week of camping and line
         work, and if they had any brains would’ve focused on getting a good night’s sleep.
      

      
      Those who had would probably feel pretty fresh this morning.

      
      She’d soon take care of that.

      
      A few of them wandered the obstacle course, trying to get a gauge. Smart, she judged. Know your enemy. Voices and laughter
         carried on the air. Pumping themselves up—and that was smart, too.
      

      
      The obstacle course was a bitch of the first order, and it was only the start of a long, brutal day. She checked her watch
         as she moved through the wooden platforms, took her place on the field.
      

      
      She took a swig from her water bottle, then set it aside. And let out a long, shrill whistle. “Line up,” she called out. “I’m
         Rowan Tripp, your instructor on this morning’s cakewalk. Each of you will be required to complete this course before moving
         on to the next exercise. The campfire songs and roasted marshmallows of the last week are over. It’s time to get serious.”
      

      
      She got a few moans, a few chuckles, some nervous glances as she sized up the group. Twenty-one men, four women, different
         sizes, shapes, colors, ages. Her job was to give them one purpose.
      

      
      Work through the pain.

      
      She consulted her clipboard, did roll call, checked off the names of those who’d made it this far. “I hear one of you rooks beat the base record on the mile-and-a-half. Who’s the flash?”
      

      
      “Go, Gull!” somebody shouted, and she watched the little guy elbow bump the man next to him.

      
      About six-two, she judged, dark hair clean and shaggy, cocky smile, easy stance. “Gull Curry,” he said. “I like to run.”

      
      “Good for you. Speed won’t get you through the playground. Stretch out, recruits. I don’t want anybody crying about pulled
         muscles.”
      

      
      They’d already formed a unit, she determined, and the smaller connections within it. Friendships, rivalries—both could be
         useful.
      

      
      “Fifty push-ups,” she ordered, noting them down as they were completed.

      
      “I’m going to lead you over this course, starting here.” She gestured at the low platform of horizontal squares, moved on
         to the steep steel walls they’d need to hurdle, the ropes they’d climb, hand over hand, the trampoline flips, the ramps.
      

      
      “Every one of these obstacles simulates something you will face during a fire. Get one done, hit the next. Drop out? You’re
         done. Finish it, you might just be good enough to jump fire.”
      

      
      “Not exactly Saint Crispin’s Day.”

      
      “Who?” Dobie asked at Gull’s mutter.

      
      He only shrugged, and figured by the sidelong glance the bombshell blonde sent him, she’d heard the remark.

      
      “You, Fast Feet, take the lead. The rest of you, fall in behind him. Single file. If you fall, get your ass out of the way,
         pick up the rear for a second shot.”
      

      
      She pulled a stopwatch out of her pocket. “Are you ready?”

      
      The group shouted back, and Rowan hit the timer. “Go!”

      
      Okay, Rowan thought, fast feet and nimble feet.

      
      “Pick up those knees!” she shouted. “Let’s see some energy. For Christ’s sake, you look like a bunch of girls strolling in
         the park.”
      

      
      “I am a girl!” a steely-eyed blonde shouted back, and made Rowan grin.

      
      “Then pick up those knees. Pretend you’re giving one of these assholes a shot in the balls.”
      

      
      She kept pace with Gull, jogging back as he raced for, charged up, then hurdled the first ramp.

      
      Then the little guy surprised her by all but launching over it like a cannon.

      
      They climbed, hurdled, crawled, clawed. L.B. was right, she decided. They were a damn good group.

      
      She watched Gull execute the required flips and rolls on the tramp, heard the little guy—she needed to check his name—let
         out a wild yeehaw as he did the same.
      

      
      Fast feet, she thought again, still in the lead, and damned if he didn’t go up the rope like a monkey on a vine.

      
      The blonde had made up ground, but when she hit the rope, she not only stalled, but started to slip.

      
      “Don’t you slide!” Rowan shouted it out, put a whiplash into it. “Don’t you slide, Barbie, goddamn it, and embarrass me. Do
         you want to start this mother over?”
      

      
      “No. God, no.”

      
      “Do you want to jump fire or go back home and shop for shoes?”

      
      “Both!”

      
      “Climb it.” Rowan saw the blood on the rope. A slide ripped the skin right off the palms, and the pain was huge. “Climb!”

      
      She climbed, forty torturous feet.

      
      “Get down, move on. Go! Go!”

      
      She climbed down, and when she hurdled the next wall, left a bloodstain on the ramp.

      
      But she did it. They all did, Rowan thought, and gave them a moment to wheeze, to moan, to rub out sore muscles.

      
      “Not bad. Next time you have to climb a rope or scale a wall it might be because the wind shifted and fire just washed over
         your safe zone.
      

      
      You’ll want to do better than not bad. What’s your name—I’m a Girl Barbie?”
      

      
      “Libby.” The blonde rested her bloody hands on her knees, palms up. “Libby Rydor.”

      
      “Anybody who can climb up a rope when her hands are bleeding did better than not bad.” Rowan opened the first-aid kit. “Let’s
         fix them up. If anybody else got any boo-boos, tend to them, then head in, get your gear. Full gear,” she added, “for practice
         landings. You got thirty.”
      

      
      Gull watched her apply salve to Libby’s palms, competently bandage them. She said something that made Libby—and those hands
         had to hurt—laugh.
      

      
      She’d pushed the group through the course, hitting the right combination of callous insult and nagging. And she’d zeroed in
         on a few as they’d had trouble, found the right thing to say at the right time.
      

      
      That was an impressive skill, one he admired.

      
      He could add it to his admiration of the rest of her.

      
      That blonde was built, all maybe five feet ten inches of her. His uncle would have dubbed her statuesque, Gull mused. Himself
         ? He just had to say that body was a killer. Add big, heavy-lidded blue eyes and a face that made a man want to look twice,
         then maybe linger a little longer for a third time, and you had a hell of a package.
      

      
      A package with attitude. And God, he had a hard time resisting attitude. So he stalled until she crossed the field, then fell
         into step beside her.
      

      
      “How are Libby’s hands?”

      
      “She’ll be okay. Everybody loses a little skin on the playground.”

      
      “Did you?”

      
      “If you don’t bleed, how do they know you’ve been there?” She angled her head, studied him with eyes that made him think of
         stunning arctic ice. “Where are you out of, Shakespeare? I’ve read Henry the Fifth.”
      

      
      “Monterey, mostly.”

      
      “They’ve got a fine smoke-jumper unit in Northern California.”
      

      
      “They do. I know most of them. I worked Redding IHC, five years.”

      
      “I figured you for a hotshot. So, you’re wanted in California so you headed to Missoula?”

      
      “The charges were dropped,” he said, and made her smile. “I’m in Missoula because of Iron Man Tripp.” He stopped when she
         did. “I’m figuring he must be your father.”
      

      
      “That’s right. Do you know him?”

      
      “Of course. Lucas ‘Iron Man’ Tripp’s a legend. You had a bad one out here in 2000.”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “I was in college. It was all over the news, and I caught this interview with Iron Man, right here on base, after he and his
         unit got back from four days in the mouth of it.”
      

      
      Gull thought back, brought it into the now in his head. “His face is covered with soot, his hair’s layered with ash, his eyes
         are red. He looks like he’s been to war, which is accurate enough. The reporter’s asking the usual idiot questions. ‘How did
         it feel in there? Were you afraid?’ And he’s being patient. You can tell he’s exhausted, but he’s answering. And finally he
         says to the guy, ‘Boy, the simplest way to put it is the bitch tried to eat us, and we kicked her ass.’ And he walks away.”
      

      
      She remembered it as clearly as he did—and remembered a lot more. “And that’s why you’re in Missoula looking to jump fire?”

      
      “Consider it a springboard. I could give you the rest of it over a beer.”

      
      “You’re going to be too busy for beer and life stories. Better get your gear on. You’ve got a long way to go yet.”

      
      “Offer of beer’s always open. Life story optional.”

      
      She gave him that look again, the slight angle of the head, the little smirk on the mouth that he found sexily bottom-heavy.
         “You don’t want to hit on me, hotshot. I don’t hook up with rookies, snookies or other smoke jumpers. When I’ve got the time
         and inclination for … entertainment, I look for a civilian. One I can play with when I’m in the mood over the long winter nights and forget about
         during the season.”
      

      
      Oh, yeah, he did like attitude. “You might be due for a change of pace.”

      
      “You’re wasting your time, rook.”

      
      When she strolled off with her clipboard, he let himself grin. He figured it was his time to waste. And she struck him as
         a truly unique experience.
      

      
      GULL SURVIVED being dragged up in the air by a cable, then dropped down to earth again. The not altogether fondly dubbed slam-ulator did
         a damn good job of simulating the body-jarring, ankle-and-knee-shocking slam of a parachute landing.
      

      
      He slapped, tucked, dropped and rolled, and he took his lumps, bumps and bruises. He learned how to protect his head, how
         to use his body to preserve his body. And how to think when the ground was hurtling up toward him at a fast clip.
      

      
      He faced the tower, climbing its fifty feet of murderous red with his jump partner for the drill.

      
      “How ya doing?” he asked Libby.

      
      “I feel like I fell off a mountain, so not too bad. You?”

      
      “I’m not sure if I fell off the mountain or on it.” When he reached the platform, he grinned at Rowan. “Is this as much fun
         as it looks?”
      

      
      “Oh, more.” Sarcasm dripped as she hooked him to the pully. “There’s your jump spot.” She gestured to a hill of sawdust across
         the training field. “There’s going to be some speed on the swing over, so you’re going to feel it when you hit. Tuck, protect
         your head, roll.”
      

      
      He studied the view of the hill. It looked damn small from where he was standing, through the bars of his face mask.

      
      “Got it.”

      
      “Are you ready?” she asked them both.
      

      
      Libby took a deep breath. “We’re ready.”

      
      “Get in the door.”

      
      Yeah, it had some speed, Gull thought as he flew across the training field. He barely had time to go through his landing list
         when the sawdust hill filled his vision. He slammed into it, thought fuck!, then tucked and rolled with his hands on either side of his helmet.
      

      
      Willing his breath back into his lungs, he looked over at Libby. “Okay?”

      
      “Definitely on the mountain that time. But you know what? That was fun. I’ve got to do it again.”
      

      
      “Day’s young.” He shoved to his feet, held out a hand to pull her to hers.

      
      After the tower came the classroom. His years on a hotshot crew meant most of the books, charts, lectures were refreshers
         on what he already knew. But there was always more to learn.
      

      
      After the classroom there was time, at last, to nurse the bumps and bruises, to find a hot meal, to hang out a bit with the
         other recruits. Down to twenty-two, Gull noted. They’d lost three between the simulator and the tower.
      

      
      More than half of those still in training turned in for the night, and Gull thought of doing so himself. The poker game currently
         underway tempted him so he made a bargain with himself. He’d get some air, then if the urge still tickled, he’d sit in on
         a few hands.
      

      
      “Pull up a chair, son,” Dobie invited as Gull walked by the table. “I’m looking to add to my retirement account.”

      
      “Land on your head a few more times, you’ll be retiring early.”

      
      Gull kept walking. Outside the rain that had threatened all day fell cool and steady. Shoving his hands into his pockets,
         he walked into the wet. He turned toward the distant hangar. Maybe he’d wander over, take a look at the plane he’d soon be
         jumping out of.
      

      
      He’d jumped three times before he’d applied for the program, just to make sure he had the stomach for it. Now he was anxious,
         eager to revisit that sensation, to defy his own instincts and shove himself into the high open air.
      

      
      He’d studied the planes—the Twin Otter, the DC-9—the most commonly used for smoke jumping. He toyed with the idea of taking
         flying lessons in the off-season, maybe going for his pilot’s license. It never hurt to know you could take control if control
         needed to be taken.
      

      
      Then he saw her striding toward him through the rain. Dark and gloom didn’t blur that body. He slowed his pace. Maybe he didn’t
         need to play poker for this to be his lucky night.
      

      
      “Nice night,” he said.

      
      “For otters.” Rain dripped off the bill of Rowan’s cap as she studied him. “Making a run for it?”

      
      “Just taking a walk. But I’ve got a car if there’s somewhere you want to go.”

      
      “I’ve got my own ride, thanks, but I’m not going anywhere. You did okay today.”

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      “It’s too bad about Doggett. Bad landing, and a hairline fracture takes him out of the program. I’m figuring he’ll come back
         next year.”
      

      
      “He wants it,” Gull agreed.

      
      “It takes more than want, but you’ve got to want it to get it.”

      
      “I was just thinking the same thing.”

      
      On a half laugh, Rowan shook her head. “Do women ever say no to you?”

      
      “Sadly, yes. Then again, a man who just gives up never wins the prize.”

      
      “Believe me, I’m no prize.”

      
      “You’ve got hair like a Roman centurion, the body of a goddess and the face of a Nordic queen. That’s a hell of a package.”

      
      “The package isn’t the prize.”

      
      “No, it’s not. But it sure makes me want to open it up and see what’s in there.”

      
      “A mean temper, a low bullshit threshold and a passion for catching fire. Do yourself a favor, hotshot, and pull somebody else’s shiny ribbon.”
      

      
      “I’ve got this thing, this … focus. Once I focus on something, I just can’t seem to quit until I figure it all the way out.”

      
      She gave a careless shrug, but she watched him, he noted, with care. “Nothing to figure.”

      
      “Oh, I don’t know,” he said when she started into the dorm. “I got you to take a walk in the rain with me.”

      
      With one hand on the door, she turned, gave him a pitying smile. “Don’t tell me there’s a romantic in there.”

      
      “Might be.”

      
      “Better be careful then. I might use you just because you’re handy, then crush that romantic heart.”

      
      “My place or yours?”

      
      She laughed—a steamy brothel laugh that shot straight to his loins—then shut the door, metaphorically at least, in his face.

      
      Damned if he hadn’t given her a little itch, she admitted. She liked confident men—men who had the balls, the brains and the
         skills to back it up. That, and the cat-at-the-mousehole way he looked at her—desire and bottomless patience—brought on a
         low sexual hum.
      

      
      And picking up that tune would be a mistake, she reminded herself, then tapped lightly on Cards’s door. She took his grunt
         as permission to poke her head in.
      

      
      He looked, to her eye, a little pale, a lot bored and fairly grungy. “How’re you feeling?”

      
      “Shit, I’m okay. Got some bug in my gut this morning. Puked it, and a few internal organs, up.” He sat on his bed, cards spread
         in front of him. “Managed some time in manufacturing, kept dinner down okay. Just taking it easy till tomorrow. Appreciate
         you covering for me.”
      

      
      “No problem. We’re down to twenty-two. One of them’s out with an injury. I think we’ll see him back. See you in the morning
         then.”
      

      
      “Hey, want to see a card trick? It’s a good one,” he said before she could retreat.
      

      
      Tired of his own company, she decided, and gave in to friendship and sat across from him on the bed.

      
      Besides, watching a few lame card tricks was a better segue into sleep than thinking about walking in the rain with Gulliver
         Curry.
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