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Except for two years of college, my entire life has been spent in or around mountains. They’re engrained in my soul. But much as I love the sight and smell of evergreens, I’m always aware of the danger fire brings to my hills. Yes, fire cleanses and makes room for new, healthy growth, but it’s also cruel and unpredictable.
The men and women who battle forest fires—my son included—have my utmost respect. Thus I dedicate Firedance to them.
Lory Foster had forgotten what the sky looked like, or what it was like to hear anything but the crack and angry screams of a molten monster. With her back bowed and her hands wrapped around the handle of her shovel, she felt too much like a lion tamer thrust into a cage filled with wild beasts.
A lion tamer had the easier job. At least the creatures he faced had a single form. They didn’t constantly shift and change, take over the only world she knew, make her forget there'd ever been anything else but this insanity. Corralling a forest fire was like trying to chain the wind.
She wouldn’t think about that. She’d do what she'd been brought here for. "A shower," Lory said, sighing. The sound was lost in the crackle of flames. "I'd give three days of overtime pay for a shower."
"You can have your shower. First thing I want is an ice cream sundae. Five scoops. One vanilla and four chocolate. Don't spare the whip cream."
"You don't ever change, do you, Boyd?" Her shovel made another of the endless assaults on the dry grass underfoot. She dug down to roots and flipped her load over to expose bare earth. Try to eat that, she told the approaching flames. I hope you starve. "Always thinking of your stomach," she teased the sweating fire fighter next to her. "I just hope I can stay awake long enough for that shower. I swear I could sleep propped against a tree."
Another shovelful of dirt went sunny-side up. She could only shrug in silent apology to the wiggling earthworm she'd dislodged. It wasn't as if any of them had a choice. The forest was in the grip of a madman. Sacrifices had to be made if any of them were going to survive.
"Stay awake," Boyd warned. "Damn it's hot. Listen to that monster. The wind's really whipping it."
"It's getting closer." Lory didn't bother with a telling look in Boyd's direction. There was only the pull and release, pull and release in her shoulders. That and listening. She hated it when the wind kicked up. "We should be fishing. I've seen more worms today—''
"What we should be doing is hightailing it out of here. Why do these lightning strikes always happen where it's too steep for any machinery?"
"Murphy's Law?" she suggested. "My calves are killing me. If I have to climb another hill—"
Alerted by a sound at odds with their surroundings, she cocked her head. A moment later the smoke thinned. She located the source of the high-pitched whine. "What's that?" She pointed skyward. Her other hand held her hard hat in place. Sweat trickled down her back. "Would you look at that. That's got to be the biggest chopper I've ever seen."
Boyd Doughtery leaned against his own round-pointed shovel and stared through smoke and trees at the whirling blades overhead. Under the hovering helicopter they could make out a heavily laden bag sling that blocked out any glimpse of whoever was piloting the massive machine. "You're telling me," he said, whistling. "It's sure not one of ours. We don't have anything half that big."
A moment later the helicopter passed out of view. Almost before the sounds of crackling pitch swallowed that of the powerful engine, Lory dismissed its presence. She lowered her head, once again focusing on the fingers of fire that snaked through the forest like relentless creatures from a horror movie. She had only one goal: expose earth and give the fire nothing to fuel itself.
Fascinating as the massive helicopter was, there wasn't time to see where the pilot intended to drop his load. A fierce wind had formed in the mountain range to the west, dropping the humidity to no more than five percent. For three days she and the rest of the hotshot crew had been praying that the wind wouldn't climb above forty miles per hour. As long as they stayed out of the wind's path, the fire fighters were relatively safe, but they were running out of luck. The word from the crew boss an hour ago was that the hot, dry wind was picking up speed. Unless something happened, and fast, controlling the fire would be out of the question.
Sucking in air almost warm enough to singe her eyelashes, she changed tactics. Now she started digging into the soft earth and throwing dirt at the nearest flames. If she couldn't starve the damn fire, she could try to smother it. Before she could pick up another load, the newcomer overhead was back again. The hissing roar caused by the monster helicopter washed over the crackle of burning pine needles. The chopper dipped lower, risking a death dance with flames that shot forty feet into the air.
"Don't do anything stupid," she whispered hoarsely. "Don't be a hero. We don't want to have to bail you out." Despite the grinding need that had kept her on the fire line for three days except for brief rest periods, she glanced upward again. Light from the burnt orange sun reflected off metal and sent sparks of light back into the sky.
The pilot was so free! She was stuck here on the ground fighting the results of a summer storm while he had the means at hand to leave behind this man-made inferno. Fantasy took over. The chopper would dump its load, but instead of veering back to the river to replenish itself, the empty bag would be dropped lower and lower until she could climb aboard. She'd be asleep before they cleared the treetops.
Crew chief Keith Hartigan effectively put an end to the dream. The solid, long-legged man was beside her almost before Lory saw him coming. "Did you see that?" He, too, pointed skyward. "That man just might be our salvation. I'll tell you, being out here where we can't get any ground equipment in to help us has really put us at a disadvantage. We had our backs against it before he showed up. Now— maybe—we'd be out of a job if we had more of those."
"Where'd he come from?" She wiped sweat from her forehead, not because she had anything to hide from the crew chief, but because dirt and grime and exhaustion were getting the best of her. She might be in great physical shape, but she was human. She hadn't been joking when she'd told Boyd she'd give any amount of money for a shower. "He isn't one of ours."
Keith held up the walkie-talkie that kept him in touch with fire headquarters. "Nope. The guy's an independent. Where he came from, I have no idea, but he's saving our bacon." Keith grunted and wiped sweat off his own forehead. "I'd say he's carrying a good four hundred gallons in that bag."
Lory whistled. That was four times the amount of water most helicopters could handle. She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, the chopper once again passed overhead heading toward the fire's front line. As she watched what she could see of the chopper through the trees, the pilot expertly released his load, sending a red cascade of fire retardant into the forest. Almost before the retardant hit the ground, the chopper spun around and headed back the way it had come. “He's fighting a hell of a wind. I hope he has the power.''
"He does. How are you doing? You getting enough water?"
Lory nodded. Three years ago she would have resented being asked such a question, but three years ago she was green. Now as a seasoned fire fighter, she knew that adrenaline exhaustion and the plodding pressure of fire fighting could make a person forget a simple but essential thing like not getting dehydrated. "I'm doing fine, but you better talk to Boyd. He's got this incredible ice-cream fix. He'll flounder on the stuff if we don't keep an eye on him."
Chuckling, Keith patted her on the shoulder before turning to leave. “'We've got reporters back at camp. They want to talk to you when you come in."
"Me? Keith, you know I don't want to talk to those guys. If you've set me up—"
"Not me. Someone told them there were two women in the hotshot crew. You know, human interest."
"So let them talk to Ann."
Keith's eyes rolled skyward. "No, thank you. At least you won't burn their ears. It's a good thing she's married to a trucker. No one else would put up with that language. Tell them something so they'll leave. I don't much give a damn what."
Lory didn't try to keep Keith after that. The crew chief had a point about her being a better spokesperson. Ann Larsen had an instinct about the nature of forest fires she would give anything to duplicate, but the older woman certainly didn't pull any punches. True, she swore on the fire line, especially if the fire was the result of human stupidity, and what she yelled when smoke jumping would shock anyone except another smoke jumper, but at least she knew enough to leave certain words behind once a fire was out. She could tell the reporters about the methods that were being used to fight this particular fire and then direct them to someone else for information about how many acres had been burned.
Still, she'd had more than one interview with reporters more interested in why a slightly built young woman with big dark eyes and waves of auburn hair was fighting fires than the story of the fire itself. If she had to dodge one more question about her marital status or why a sweet young thing would want to be out on the line—
"I'm timing him," Boyd called out as she went back to the tedious and dangerous task of clearing the forest floor down to bare earth ahead of the-fingers of flame. "He's making a drop just about every three minutes. That guy's working as hard as we are."
"And probably getting paid twice as much," she yelled back as the chopper once again came into view. "That really is something. I wonder how he's able to mix retardant into the water while he's flying."
"Why don't you ask him?"
Fat chance, Lory thought. Whoever he was, the pilot would probably take off the minute the fire was out. Surely he had better things to do than wander into camp to chew the fat with the ground crew. Besides, raw as her throat felt, she wouldn't be able to let out more than a squeak around either him or the unwanted reporters.
For the next two hours she existed as nothing more than a fire-fighting machine. Keith was right. If they were going by the textbook, there would be bulldozers here to do much of the muscle work, but the terrain was too steep. She and her fellow fire fighters and the lightweight shovels they carried were the lone defense against the fire. Either they cut off the monster's vicious appetite or they might as well pack it in. Might as well leave the forest to face an ugly death, she amended. Well, she wasn't going to let that happen. As long as there was strength in her shoulders and arms, she would dig and expose, dig and throw.
To the creatures fleeing the monster it must have felt as if the world had gone insane, but as fires went this one kept the adrenaline charge somewhere in the medium range for her. When the crews had first gone out to the fire, they'd had hopes of bringing it under control without much difficulty, but that was before the wind had kicked up. What made putting the fire out doubly complicated was the wind's unpredictable nature.
For most of the morning the wind had been coming in from the west, but shortly after noon it had shifted to the north, which had forced the crews to scramble around to the new front. The forest service's water tankers had been hampered by the steep terrain and the twenty miles they had to travel to refill. And, to make matters worse, three of the district's tanker planes were already in service fighting another fire. So if it hadn't been for the relentless work of the massive helicopter dumping load after load at the fire's forward edge, containment would have been impossible.
Now, however, as day faded into dusk and the fickle wind settled down, she was able to see the beginning of the end. Soon the night crew would be taking over and she could begin the task of responding to her body's demands—and, if possible, thanking the pilot responsible for turning a frantic scramble into a routine mop-up procedure.
Twice, when the crew chief was nearby, she heard the pilot's voice over the walkie-talkie. He impressed her as a no-nonsense man who'd been doing this work long enough that he'd picked up an instinct about a fire's nature. "You let me worry about that," he'd said once in response to something someone at headquarters had said, "I know how low to go with this baby."
"Independent cuss, isn't he?" she’d observed at the time, but it wasn't until she and the rest of the crew were trudging over to the van that would take them to the luxury of food and a shower that she gave his terse statement a second thought. If there was one thing she’d learned about fire fighting, it was that caring about those she worked side by side with was as natural as wearing a hard hat. Someone who resented words of advice and concern belonged alone in his private flying world.
She accepted the helping hand that boosted her into the ash-coated van and sank into a seat next to Ann Larsen. The other woman spoke without opening her eyes. "Damn, I'm getting too old to do this. Why didn't I turn out to be a hairdresser like my mother wanted?"
Lory sighed and let her head flop back against warm plastic. Her feet felt swollen in her high boots, but she was too tired to reach for the laces. She tried to focus on her hands, but keeping her eyelids open was too much of an effort. "Admit it. We've got to be crazy to do this."
"I'm not going to argue that. But what about doing it because of the male/female ratio? There's enough men here to make any woman happy. We could have our own harem."
Lory didn't bother to pick up her end of the long-standing mock argument she and Ann had about eligible men in their line of work. Even if Ann weren't married, Lory couldn't see her co-worker setting her sights on any of the dirty, exhausted men sharing the van with them. Ann was self- contained. Independent. A husband, Ann declared, was handy for filling out income tax forms, keeping her car running and keeping her bed warm at night. Other than that Ann wasn't very clear on why she'd been married for ten years.
Her opinion on what Lory should be doing about the excess of men was another story. According to Ann, Lory was a fool for treating the other fire fighters like brothers. "You can't be blind," she'd told her more than once. "You gotta know the way they ogle your rump. Why the hell do you think all the bachelors want to work next to you?"
Lory was halfway through forming a mental rebuttal when she fell asleep. Despite the bouncing journey to the command post, she was oblivious to the world until the van jerked to a stop. "Rise and shine, children," the driver called out. "Looks like we get to smile for the camera."
In the growing dusk she could see a SUV bearing the call letters of a local TV station. She didn't bother to stifle a groan. Beyond the vehicle was the small town school gym with the promised shower that had kept her sane all afternoon. She could catch the scent of dinner coming from the school's cafeteria, a scent stirred up by the slowly rotating blades of the helicopter resting on the football field.
Mike Steen jumped down out of his seat but didn't immediately head for the knots of people around the vehicles and buildings. Leery of the questions he knew would be thrown at him, he put off the moment when he would have to submit himself to reporters. But it was too dark to make any more drops, and his throat was dry. His stomach refused to be ignored. He would get something to eat, maybe grab a few hours of sleep and then make a call to see if his services were needed elsewhere.
One of the day crews was just getting out of their van, ten hot, dusty, exhausted men pushing aching legs one step at a time. Mike sympathized with those who fought fire with muscle and sweat, but because his work kept him in the air he knew little about what motivated those on the ground. Sometimes he wondered if he knew what motivated anyone, even himself. Not that he gave it a lot of thought. Flying. Watching the world from somewhere just above it suited him well.
His hand stopped halfway on its journey to the back of his neck where a knotted muscle demanded attention. He was wrong. Two of the men were women. The first to clump out of the van was built along the lines of a farm wife with broad hips and back, solid legs, and tangled hair escaping from whatever was holding it close to her neck.
The other one was a different story. Despite her mustard- colored fire shirt, he could make out the clean, spare lines of a healthy young woman. She had caught up with a couple of the men and was walking between them as if trying to shield herself from the approaching reporter. It isn't going to work, lady, Mike told her silently. The reporter would have to be blind not to notice the mass of hair she was lifting from her scalp, or the mind-riveting way her tired old jeans were doing all the right things.
Much more interested in his surroundings than he'd been a couple of minutes ago, he closed the chopper door and started for the center of activity. The community school had been turned into a makeshift command post complete with pumper trucks, spare tools, and a camper holding the equipment needed for communication. Workers just off the fire line were heading toward the cafeteria while others were getting in line for the showers. He watched the two women shoot the men a superior look before starting toward the empty girls' half of the gym. They almost made it.
"Just a minute please," he heard the reporter say. "Are you Ms. Foster?"
"Yes," came a weary, wary reply that registered somewhere deep inside him and made walking toward strangers worth the effort.
"I'd like to talk to you if you don't mind." The reporter's tone indicated that whether the tired fire fighter minded or not was of no concern to him. "I'm looking for a human interest angle. I understand you've been fighting fires for three summers."
"Yes," the woman repeated. She offered nothing more.
"What do you weigh?"
"What did you ask?" She squared around to face the obstacle that stood between her and a shower. Life flashed in her big dark eyes. "What kind of story is this?"
"I'm just curious as to why an attractive young woman would be out here fighting fires when she could be home powdering her nose."
"Is that what women do when they're home?" she taunted. "Mister, I'm really not the one you should be talking to. There's my crew boss or someone from the command center. What about the pilot of that big chopper? If it hadn't been for him, we wouldn't have this fire under control."
"Yeah. What about me? Don't I rate a line in this paper of yours?" demanded Mike, a man who never before in his life had sought publicity. As the woman shot him a look of gratitude, he knew why he'd opened his mouth. He could handle the press. She'd been through enough today. "Why don't you let her go get cleaned up while we talk?" he offered. "Your fire fighter looks out on her feet."
"Would you mind?" Lory asked the reporter. Her arms were hanging heavily at her sides. Although her shovel was in the van, her hands felt welded to it. She tried to nod at the big rawboned man with the squared-off face, and eyes that said he knew what she was feeling but lacked the energy to tell her. "I'll answer your questions in a few minutes. I promise."
The reporter looked doubtful. "I have a deadline."
Mike pointed at his helicopter. "I think you've got more than ample material for a story there. That's a Sikorsky SF58E I'm flying. It carries 420 gallons of water in that bag, about four times more than most choppers. I have it rigged so I can mix retardant in with the water while I'm in the air. Is there anything else you need to know? Do you have enough flash for a picture?" He placed himself strategically between the woman and the reporter. The sound of her quickly retreating footsteps told him that she'd taken advantage of the diversion he'd created.
For the next ten minutes he took the reporter on a tour of his helicopter and answered questions about the life of an independent contractor doing business with forest fire- fighting agencies. He didn't have to concentrate on what he was saying, so his mind was free to mentally follow Ms. Foster into the high school shower. Since it was the middle of summer, he wasn't sure whether the hot water had been turned on. Would goose bumps break out on her smooth flesh? Would she take time to shampoo dust and smoke from her shoulder-length hair? She'd been carrying a backpack. Did she have clean civilian clothes to change into, tennis shoes instead of the sturdy boots worn on the fire line?
"It started out with a simple turbine engine. I've souped it up so that it now carries about a thousand more pounds than it did originally," he explained as the gym door opened again. Whatever he was about to say died.
Superb. Absolutely exquisite. Ms. Foster was still wearing jeans, although this pair was clean and hung as if her legs had been made for clinging denim. Tennis shoes now covered her feet. She had on a sleeveless tank top that did nothing to hide the fact that her breasts were full and her bra not quite equal to the job. Her shoulders slumped forward tiredly.
She'd shampooed her hair. Although damp tendrils still lay across her bare shoulders, the bulk had been fluffed up off her forehead. He didn't think she was wearing makeup, but in the dark he couldn't tell whether the definition came from artificial means or was due to natural shadows around her deep-set eyes. Gloss, probably to treat chapped lips, glistened under the school's parking lot lights.
Mike smiled, aware of the common threads that ran between him and this woman. Without pretense or question or explanation she was who she was. It was the way he lived his life.
"Are you feeling human?" he asked softly when she was close enough.
So she hadn't imagined it. All the time the tepid water was slapping life back into her, Lory had been thinking about one man who'd stood out from the others. It wasn't anything she could put a finger on, any mannerism or look. It was simply that the helicopter pilot's eyes met hers head-on and stayed where they belonged unlike the wandering eyes of the reporter. His mouth was firm, almost hard, and yet there was nothing to shy away from in that hardness. He was large enough to control the monster he'd spent the day in. Still, he wasn't using his size to dominate the situation, and she admired him for that. She couldn't tell much about his complexion in the poor lighting but guessed that it had been fashioned by wind and heat. The neck of his T-shirt was losing its grip on the rest of the fabric and his jeans had seen even more service than hers, but his boots were the best money could buy.
"I don't know if I've gotten to the point of feeling human yet," she remembered to say. "But I feel much better than I did a few minutes ago."
"Hungry?"
Hunger was a sensation that had yet to make an impact, but she was thirsty. "Maybe later." She licked her lips.
"How about a beer?" The chopper pilot nodded at his machine. "I have a few on ice in there."
Being offered a beer by a stranger didn't faze her. A fire had brought them together. That cut past the social amenities that usually had to be adhered to. "Thanks, but no," she replied. "When I'm this thirsty only water will do. Lots of it."
"Then water it is. I have that, too. Ice-cold."
Lory's eyes widened as she again licked her lips. At the moment she would sell one of her brothers for a glass of water. "You've just made an offer I can't refuse." She turned toward the chopper and took a step but then faltered. "How far is it over there? I'm not sure I can make it."
The reporter spoke up. “Why don't you go get the water, Mike? That'll give me time to ask Ms. Foster a couple of questions."
"Do you have to?" she asked. "I don't know that much about the whole picture."
"I already have that information," the reporter insisted. "What I want to do is single you out for the human-interest angle. You'd like your name in the paper, wouldn't you?"
Turning so the reporter couldn't see, she rolled her eyes skyward for Mike's sake. "Not particularly, but fire away." Mike. A simple, uncomplicated, sturdy name. Did it fit?
Without ceremony Lory bent her legs under her and settled heavily onto the grassy area near the flagpole. Getting the interview over with, like going to the dentist, was better not delayed. "This is probably a mistake," she said as her head sagged forward. "I may never get up again."
The man known as Mike was disappearing into the darkness. She kept her attention on where he'd been standing, not on the slacks-clad man with the roving eyes settling down next to her. It wasn't until the reporter tapped her knee with his pencil that she pulled herself back to what had to be done.
"That's a fascinating job Mike Steen has," the reporter said. "The man's his own boss. He's been handling helicopters for logging companies for years—hauling logs out of the woods, that sort of thing. Then, according to him, one day he decided he didn't like working for someone else. He still hauls logs but only when and where he wants to. In the summer he's kept busy contracting with the forest service and other agencies fighting fires."
What the reporter was describing was a loner, a man with little need for financial security, with confidence in himself, someone who flirted with financial and physical danger. Mike Steen was a man she understood. At least she thought she did.
"I hate to think where we would have been if it hadn't been for him." She nodded at the reporter's notebook. "I hope you'll put that in your article."
"You can count on that. But I want this to be more than a story about a helicopter pilot. Mike Steen is here because he's making a lot of money fighting this fire. What about you?"
"Why am I here?" Lory ventured. She'd been asked the question so many times. Surely she should have come up with a credible answer by now. There was one, in her heart, but it just didn't equate well with words.
The reporter smiled and leaned slightly closer. He was tapping her knee with the pencil again, his fingers coming closer than they needed to. His eyes said more than the irritating touch. "That's something I don't understand. Everyone I talk to says they get a charge out of it, that fire fighting puts excitement into their lives and gives them a challenge."
"It is a challenge." For a moment she let silence take over. For the first time in ten hours she was no longer listening to the crackle of flames. The silence was glorious. The last thing she wanted was to have to play man/woman games with this reporter.
"I'm sure it is. But why do you do it?"
The man didn't understand. Not at all. "You just listed the reasons."
His smile was meant to be intimate, but it was lost on her. "What I listed was why those men over there fight fires. I'd like to know why you're here."
Mike Steen had returned. Lory sensed his presence without having to look for him. She also sensed that he, too, was waiting for her answer. "Because I'm no different from those men." She stopped for a minute, certain that she wasn't getting her point across, then decided to continue anyway. "I want to do something with my life that matters, that has a purpose, that gives me a charge."
"But—"
"I think she's given you all the answer you need," Mike said as he handed her a thermos lid full of ice water. "If I understand what she's saying, men aren't the only ones who need to prove themselves."
"Maybe. But we're talking about something that's damn dangerous. Aren't you afraid you might get hurt someday?"
"I could get hurt driving to the grocery store." Lory's stock reply to a stock question usually satisfied everyone but the woman saying the words. She was putting her life on the line every time she went into the woods. Why she continued to do that after Jeff's death was something she wasn't going to ask herself.
She drank deeply and then relinquished the cup so that Mike could refill it. He was standing over her, his legs inches from her limp arms. Saying what she had to say might be easier if she could reach out and touch him.
"I don't have any answer for you." She sighed. "At least not one you can put in your article. Because I know you're going to ask it, I'll tell you. Yes, there are times when I'm afraid. There are also times when I'm so hot and tired and thirsty that I swear I'm never going to do it again." This time when Mike handed her the cup their little fingers touched. The contact rejuvenated her. "But then I get some sleep and the next time a call comes in my blood starts pumping again. It doesn't matter whether the fire's manmade or caused by lightning, although a man-made one presents a different kind of confrontation. I can't explain it," she finished. "I just know I need to do this with my life. I want to do something that has purpose."
Silently Mike joined the two on the grass. Lory. He whispered her name in his mind, trying to get a handle on it. He liked the innate femininity of the word, the gentle way the letters came together. She was a woman who did what was right for her without trying to analyze the reasons, a woman who needed her own kind of goal. He wondered if the reporter could understand that. "I'd suggest we let Ms. Foster go eat," he pointed out firmly. "Do you have any more questions for her?"
Frowning, the reporter relented. "I guess not. Maybe one. Would you recommend that other women get into fire fighting?"
"Only if they aren't afraid of who they are." Lory shifted position, but her thigh muscles lacked the strength to bring her to her feet. It didn't matter. She would curl up on the grass and fall asleep with an earthen mound for a pillow.
But suddenly strong, gentle fingers were on her elbows pulling her to her feet, making her focus on what still needed to be done. For a moment who and what she and Mike Steen were or weren't to each other didn't matter. He was the pillar she needed to lean against. He had the strength she lacked, and he was willing to share that strength.
"Lory," the reporter called out as Mike steered her in the direction of the cafeteria, "one more question. You aren't married, are you?"
Lory was too tired to care why the question was being asked. "No," she said from the shelter of the arm that kept her from collapsing.
“What if you were? Do you think your husband would want you to quit your job?"
"I wouldn't marry him if he didn't understand me any better than that." She could have added that the question had never come up between a man and herself, but that wasn't any of the reporter's business.
"But—what if he was afraid for your safety? Haven't you known people who were hurt?"
"I thought you had one more question," Mike interrupted. "That makes two. I haven't eaten since about six this morning and I don't imagine, Ms. Foster has, either. I'd say that remedying that is a hell of a lot more important than questions about her marital status."
"Thanks," she whispered once they were out of earshot of the reporter. "The questions reporters ask! I wanted to let him know how I felt about the two fools who walked off without making sure their campfire was out. That story might have made an impact. But this—"
"He didn't respect your privacy. You were a hell of a lot more polite than I would have been."
Lory chuckled low in her throat. "What would you have done? Decked him?"
"Don't tempt me." What was he doing with his arm around her? He hadn't known the woman long enough to call her by her first name and yet her hip was bumping against his, her slender shoulders sheltered under his arm. Despite the distraction of the faint scent of talcum, Mike was aware of the look the reporter was sending him. So the man wanted to be where he was, doing what he was.
Tough. For as long as it took to walk to the cafeteria, he was the one with his arm around Lory Foster. He could no longer remember why he'd been hesitant to leave the familiar isolation of his helicopter.
"I don't know what we should call it," he said, sniffing the concoction that passed as the main course in the makeshift cafeteria. But filling up the hollows in his stomach was much more important than knowing what was going to accomplish that. "It's a good thing we didn't let that reporter hold you up any longer than he did. The cook's scraping the bottom of the barrel as it is."
Lory followed Mike lead but went one better. She snagged something that looked like a piece of burger between thumb and forefinger and popped it into her mouth. "It doesn't taste like much of anything," she said after swallowing. She took some of the wilted salad but passed on buttered French bread that looked as if it had been left out since early morning. Eating after being out on the line all day had always been an automatic action, but tonight she was even less aware than usual of what she was putting in her mouth. Still, she remembered to smile at the school cooks who had been called into service to feed the fire-fighting crews. By the time she was ready to leave the counter, he had found an empty cafeteria table at the back of the room.
He'd put his arm around her, deftly pulling her away from intimate questions from the reporter. She should thank him for that. But if she did she would be calling attention to the physical closeness that had taken place. Maybe it had meant no more to him than giving her ice water had.
"What are you doing here?" she asked. In the bright cafeteria lighting she took note of the flecks of brown blending with his predominantly hazel eyes. Nice eyes. Eyes that made contact without probing too deeply. "I didn't hear anything about you coming in to help. Talk about being at the right place at the right time."
Between bites he explained that he'd spent the first half of the week fighting a northeastern Washington wildfire and had stopped off at Klamath Falls to look up a former employer. He'd been fueling at the airport when the pilots of the aerial tankers had informed him that the Prospect fire had gotten out of hand. "I called the forest service and was on my way in a half hour."
"Does that happen a lot? I mean, do you just go from one fire to another?"
"Pretty much. I'm centered in Boise, so the Interagency Fire Center keeps me informed on what fires are causing problems. I was getting ready to go home when this thing came up.''
"So, are you going to Boise now?" She could only hope that her question wouldn't be misinterpreted. She was curious, not, of course, hoping that he'd stay a little longer. Three years of fighting fires had taught her one inescapable fact. Except for those on her own crew, there was no percentage in trying to establish relationships. They wouldn't, couldn't, last.
"That depends," he said. "I'll call the center in the morning. Who knows where I'll wind up? This is the time of the year I make the most money. I try to make the time count."
Lory nodded in understanding of a man who carried a flight bag filled with the bare essentials because it might be weeks before he was home again. As a combination hotshot and smoke jumper, she was used to being sent almost anywhere in the western United States at a moment's notice.
Home base was a house not far from her parents' place along the Snake River in Idaho. During the winter she could indulge in the luxury of sleeping in her own bed, but during a hot, dry summer she was lucky if she was given a cot to sleep on. Still, there were differences. She was a forest service employee with job security and supervisors to decide when she would be sent somewhere and what she would do once she was there.
Mike Steen made his own decisions and took his own risks. "The reporter said you also do work for some logging companies," she said. "Do you work year-round?"
"I work when and where I want to." He sighed and shook his head. "That sounds good, but it isn't exactly true. Like today. I probably could have taken off this morning and no one would have been the wiser, but I've got this damn sense of responsibility. I don't want to see a forest burn. If there's something I can do, I'll do it."
Lory took another drink of the water she couldn't get enough of but forgot to put down her glass. That was what the reporter hadn't understood. A forest in flames had to be stopped. She and Mike Steen had decided to be part of that effort.
He reached over and took the glass out of her hand. "You aren't going to fall asleep, are you?"
"No." Doing things for her came so easy for him. Was it only because she looked so bedraggled? "What you just said," she mused, "that's what I should have told the reporter. I fight fires because someone has to do it and it's something I can do."
"I wouldn't tell that joker anything."
Startled by the sharp edge to Mike's voice, she pulled her attention off the big hand that had almost touched her lips. "Didn't you like him?"
"He was trying to hit on you."
"I know." Despite her effort to dismiss what he’d said, she wound up laughing. "I think the poor man has a knee fetish. If Keith ever does that to me again—"
"Keith?"
"The crew foreman. He told me this reporter was going to want to talk to me. I told him I wasn't interested but—"
“Why didn't you want to talk to him, Lory?"
Her name spoken by Mike Steen sounded different from the way it had when the reporter had stopped calling her Ms. Foster. "I don't like talking about myself. Having it pointed out that I'm a woman in a man's job, well, that old line has gotten pretty threadbare."
"And you don't like being hit on."
"No, I don't. It's a cheap game."
"A lot of people think it's a necessary game." He pushed aside his plate before leaning his elbows on the table. He was close enough that she could make out the faint haze of stubble. Would it feel rough if she touched his cheek?
"There are other ways for people to get to know each other," she pointed out.
"Such as?"
"Such as talking the way we are." Too late she realized how her words might be interpreted. Would Mike think that sharing dinner and conversation with him was her way of hitting on a man? He wouldn't if he was perceptive, but she didn't know him well enough to answer that. "I enjoy conversation," she hurried on. "There's a lot of time for that while we're flying to a fire or waiting to be called. We don't do much talking on the line. Just about showers and ice cream."
Mike refilled her glass from the icy pitcher on the table and pushed her plate aside before speaking. "What do you talk about?"
She laughed. "Everything. Nothing. We make outrageous bets on baseball games. We argue makes of cars and complain about paying taxes. And we talk about the fires. We—" Her smile was open. "We dream up punishments for those who set fires. Native Americans had a pretty good idea with their anthills."
At the front of the room the cooks started clearing away the meal. The sound of clattering pots and pans tore through the quiet conversation taking place at the rear of the cafeteria. Although it was the last thing he wanted to do, Mike pushed himself to his feet and walked around to her end of the table. This time she was on her feet before he could reach for her. He let her lead the way out of the building without touching her.
The night air smelled faintly of smoke, but the sounds they heard were of men laughing, not yelling. The fire was coming to an end. He would spend the night in the gymnasium turned dormitory, get up in the morning, then take off. There was nothing to keep him here. Nothing except a weary young woman who maybe didn't care whether he left or not.
"What happens to you now?" he asked, bending toward her. "Where do you go tomorrow?"
"I don't know. Wherever they send us."
She was looking up at him, but there was no invitation, nothing to encourage him to cover her soft lips with his own. Or maybe there was and he simply didn't know how to read the message. "You don't mind living like a gypsy?"
Lory shook her head. The now-dry mass moved with life and electricity, stopping his thoughts. "It's what I do, Mike."
Mike. His name would never sound the same again.
For someone accustomed to sleeping anywhere at anytime, Lory found sleep an elusive mist that slipped through her fingers every time she thought she'd captured it. She and Ann Larsen were sharing one of the school's rubber exercise mats, which was softer than some of the places she'd been in her years of fire fighting. Because of the number of bodies in the poorly ventilated building, even a single blanket was too warm. Still, she couldn't blame the heat, having to sleep in her clothes for the sake of modesty or even the noise practically in her ear. Ann had given her a blow-by- blow account of the telephone conversation she'd had with her husband, but was now snoring in short bursts. When Ann had first joined the crew, her snoring had been the source of more than one joke, but she should have been tired enough to sleep in the middle of a rock band.
But that was impossible. Somewhere in the darkened room a tall, solid helicopter pilot with oversize hands and a face fashioned from a slice of granite was sleeping. Mike Steen wasn't handsome. His bone structure was excellent, strong and solid, but the flesh over it was too much like leather to conform to modern advertising standards. Jeans, boots, shirts grabbed off the nearest rack during the few occasions when he entered a clothing store, all of these obviously suited him. Whatever went on in his head had very little to do with the physical package, though. What stayed with her was the understanding that he consisted of many layers, none of them easily revealed.
That and not sore muscles and Ann's snoring was the problem. She couldn't sleep because she couldn't get Mike Steen out of her mind. What did she know about the man? That he was self-employed and lived in Boise and knew how to fly a helicopter big enough to lift entire trees out of the wilderness. That a shave didn't get him through the day and he didn't think much of men who hit on women they didn't know.
It wasn't enough.
He hadn't said whether he was married, although she didn't think he was, since home base meant so little. Still, there might be a woman somewhere. Parents. Sisters and brothers. Friends. Where had he grown up, how much schooling had he had and how had he learned to fly helicopters?
What did she care? She wasn't going to see him after tomorrow anyway. This was hardly the first time someone had slipped in and out of her life.
When the dimly lit clock over a basketball hoop at the far end of the gym said 3:16 a.m., she stopped lying to herself. She did care. For only the second time in her life she wanted to know what ticked inside a man. She didn't want him to fly out of her life in the morning. Not until she knew more. But she had no idea how to tell him that.
“You own that outright? No bank loan hanging over your head?" Mike and Boyd Doughtery were standing next to the Sikorsky while the rising sun turned the tinted bubble glass from dusky rose to bright orange. Lory's fellow smoke jumper had followed him outside while the pilot had radioed the interagency center. Now Boyd was trying to turn the massive blades manually while Mike watched. "Someday I'd like to be my own boss."
"Get yourself an accountant. The paperwork will drive you crazy." As he spoke, he assimilated what he'd heard from Boise. There had been a series of lightning strikes in Montana overnight, but nothing that personnel already there couldn't handle. If he wanted the job, the Bureau of Land Management could use him in eastern Oregon to control some grass fires fanned by high winds. He'd probably take it. His job here was finished, and after a decent night's sleep Mike was once more restless. If he didn't have something to do, he'd just as soon be on his way.
He'd long been drawn to the desolation of high desert country with more deer and antelope than people, and people who knew more about hay and cattle than where the President was spending the weekend. Maybe, if there was time, he'd take some aerial photography of the antelope herds.
Boyd gave up on the blades and shrugged. "Who am I kidding? My wife would have a fit if I tied all our money up in a chopper. Besides, this is my last year fighting fires. In the fall I'm turning into a desk jockey and hanging up my shovel."
"Doesn't your wife like you fighting fires?" He wasn't sure how he felt about having company this early, but Boyd had followed him out of the gym and obviously felt he had a right to tinker with the Sikorsky. Telling Boyd to keep his hands off would be rude.
"It isn't that." Boyd rubbed an imaginary smear off the Plexiglas door with his elbow. "She's a game control officer, so she knows about risk taking, but we've got a baby on the way. That's going to mean a lot of changes. Someone depending on us. We agreed that it isn't fair to a baby to be living out of a suitcase. We're both going to be pushing pencils from now on."
Mike tried to see himself sitting behind a desk. Because he'd never done it, he had nothing for comparison, but maybe if he had children he would be reevaluating how he lived his life. Children? That was also something he'd never given a lot of thought. He liked children as much as the next man. He just didn't know what it would feel like to have his life revolve around a child, to have someone dependent on him.
He asked Boyd how he and his wife had met. Then the two men started back toward the cafeteria where they'd been promised fresh cups of coffee. As they passed the gym, his gaze strayed to where Lory might still be sleeping.
"She's up."
Mike turned. "You think so? It's pretty early."
"Hartigan came looking for her. I guess there's a problem just north of here. An arson fire it looks like. If you want to see her, you'd better grab her soon. She's not going to be here much longer."
"Where's she going?" he asked, nerves unaccountably alert. Arson, even for a man involved only with the mop-up of forest fires, wasn't something he liked to hear. "If there's another fire, aren't all of you going?"
"Not this time," Boyd explained as the men entered the cafeteria. "It wasn't much of a fire, I guess. But Lory's an arson specialist. She gets called into one of these things several times a year."
Over steaming coffee and French toast, Mike mulled over what Boyd had said. He'd been impressed by the female fire fighter's competence yesterday, and now a new dimension had been added. It was a good thing the reporter hadn't known about her specialty. Otherwise the man might still be asking questions. "What does an arson expert do?" he asked after a lengthy silence. "I don't see what good it does to know if a fire's deliberately set if you can't catch the bastard who did it."
Boyd chuckled. "Ask Lory. Get her going on that and you'll never get her to shut up. You like the lady?"
What was with Boyd? Didn't the man have enough to do running his own life without poking his nose into other people's business? But because Boyd had shown him a picture of his wife and told him the prospective names of his unborn child, Mike was unable to think of an effective way to squelch the man's curiosity. "It depends on what you mean by like. I just met her."
"Yeah, but she sticks with you. Look—" Boyd leaned forward, his voice low. "—you aren't the only one who feels like that about her. Not only is she one good- looking woman, but, well, if you knew certain things, you couldn't help but care and want things to come out right for her."
"What certain things?"
"Ask her. Get her to talk about it if you can. I don't mean to make a mystery out of this, but I'm talking about something that's a lot more Lory's business than mine. She's the one who went through it. When and if she feels like talking about it, I don't want you second-guessing her emotions."
"How can I second-guess her? She's got to go look at this arson thing and I'm going to be leaving within the hour."
"So come back. Or find out where she's sent next and join her."
Run after Lory? Boyd might think he was being helpful, but Mike was a long way from wanting anyone to play matchmaker for him. When, and if, he hooked up with a woman it would be because he wanted to. So far the desire to be part of one person's life had never surfaced. He sidestepped the issue by asking Boyd to send him a copy of the newspaper article if the hotshot team was still in the area when it came out.
He was debating having another cup of coffee before leaving when Lory and a man in slacks and golf shirt entered the cafeteria. The two were engaged in a sober conversation, their shoulders brushing as they reached for coffee cups. Her stance said it all. She was an equal partner in the conversation. A few minutes later, after they'd selected their breakfasts, they looked for a place to sit. When Boyd waved his hand, the two made their way to the table.
The jeans she was wearing were probably the same ones she'd had on last night, but the shirt had been exchanged for a soft cotton blouse open at the throat as a defense against the heat that had already reached the small town. She looked rested this morning. Younger. More animated. And utterly, undeniably, feminine. When she smiled at him, he forgot everything except how much warmth had been in her slender shoulders when he'd touched her the previous night.
Boyd stood to shake hands with the newcomer and then introduced him to Mike. Sheppard Banks was employed by the local power company. It was he who had gone to the county sheriff with his concerns that a small fire he'd spotted around dawn had been arson. Although the sheriff had already put in a call to Lory, Sheppard had come in person to explain the situation.
"I'm still kicking myself for not taking down that license number," he told the others. "But I don't suppose that's necessary. I know the kids who were driving that red VW. I've been driving that county road for five years, and that's the first time I've seen those kids out at that time of the morning."
"Is the fire out?" Mike asked. He didn't have to leave right now. He could learn a little something about arson and what Lory Foster was being asked to do before he took off. He could see if she still smelled like talcum.
Sheppard nodded. "I was almost to the Prospect city limits. Now, as I understand it, it's up to Lory to determine if it was arson. Bill, that's the sheriff, said he'd take over, but this is the most excitement I've had so far this year. I'm eager to see how an arson investigator works."
"I hope you aren't expecting too much," she warned Sheppard. "I'm not promising anything at this point."
Mike's voice was soft, but not so soft that it didn't register in a way the others' hadn't. "What's with it with people?" he asked. "There's been a whole forest in danger of going up in smoke this week. You'd think that would satisfy the crazies."
"It doesn't. And don't ask me to explain the reasons, because that's something I'll never understand." She concentrated on her coffee, even though she couldn't taste or feel it. Her first thought when Keith had come looking for her was whether Mike had left yet. She hadn't thought so because she hadn't heard the chopper take off, but since she'd finally managed to doze off just before dawn she hadn't been certain.
It shouldn't matter that he was still here, but it did. There was a fresh grease stain on his jeans high up on one thigh. He'd probably been checking out his chopper and would be leaving as soon as breakfast was over. So what? Having people come and go was a way of life for her. She'd had conversations with men before. The one she and Mike had shared last night wasn't any different.
In response to something Boyd was saying about an arson fire in the same general area last year, she shook off the cobwebs. Mike hadn't come looking for her this morning. That should tell her all she needed to know about how he viewed last night. "That wasn't really arson," she said. Boyd was the one she should be talking to. Why then was she looking at Mike? And why was he looking at her? "If I remember correctly, it was a couple of little kids with matches. I met the sheriff while I was investigating that one. He's an interesting man. I don't know how he finds the time to do all the fishing he does."
"They were teenagers, not little kids." Boyd brought the conversation back on line. "A thirteen-year-old knows what a match can do."
"What happened to them?" Mike asked. "You caught them, didn't you?"
Lory smiled. "Not me. I can't take the credit for that. It isn't part of my job. I just did the legwork. In cases like that the court usually assesses the parents for the damage. My guess is those kids are still grounded."
"Maybe they learned something. When do you have to leave?"
She glanced at the power-company employee for confirmation. "Not long. Sheppard's going to take me back to where he saw the Volkswagen and then I'm going to take a look at the burn area. What about you?" She forced out the question that she hadn't wanted to ask. "Are you leaving soon?"
"I should. The BLM wants me."
The conversation was everyday. Why didn't she feel everyday? "Sounds interesting."
"Not as interesting as what you're doing today. How did you get into this arson investigation business?"
Because she’d been asked the question before, the answer came without her having to think about it. She'd attended a couple of training sessions that had focused on arson investigation, and then when she'd heard that an interagency statewide workshop was being planned, she signed up for that. The workshop had lasted the better part of a week, and she’d come away with a wealth of knowledge she was now eager to share, especially in sparsely populated areas where the law-enforcement agency didn't have an arson specialist on staff. "It's a lot like crime investigation," she wound up. "We dig and dig and hopefully the pieces fit together. Not too exciting, I'm afraid."
"But you like it, don't you?"
"I like being presented with a challenge."
As Mike nodded his agreement, her attention fixed on his shoulders. She spent her life surrounded by physically able men. One set of broad, competent shoulders shouldn't mean more than the others. He was saying something about the rugged life-style of those who lived in eastern Oregon where he would be heading in a few minutes, but she was unable to give his words the attention she should have. They'd shared words last night. This morning she wanted more. Something to keep.
She knew as well as anyone else here that friendships among fire fighters were both intense and transient. When they were together on the fire line, it was second nature to look out for each other's safety. A lot came out during the flights to major fire areas when whole crews of fire fighters wrestled with the reality that this time they might not come back. Last week she’d told a total stranger about trying to survive despite four older brothers who refused to accept her lesser physical strength. Now she couldn't remember what that man looked like.
She was tired of living like that. She wanted to make another friendship that lasted longer than the time it took to put out a fire. She wanted to know she could call someone up in the middle of winter and pick up where they'd left off. She wanted—another Jeff.
No, she didn't. She didn't ever want to hurt like that again.
Swallowing a sigh that came too close to being a sob, she rose to her feet and jammed her hands into her back pockets. She was unaware of the way the gesture thrust her hips forward. The only thing she knew was that she had to get away from her thoughts. "We'd better get going, Sheppard." Unbidden, her eyes found Mike Steen. She'd said goodbye a thousand times. It shouldn't be that hard, but this time it was. Maybe he’d show her how to accomplish what was fast becoming impossible. "I hope you're around the next time a fire gets out of control," she said lamely.
Mike was on his feet, too. He didn't speak as he came around the table and placed his arm over her shoulder. "Glad to be of service, ma'am. Just be happy you're not the one getting my bill." Using his body as a buffer, he separated her from the other two men and steered her toward the front door. She kept her hands jammed in her pockets as insurance against the urge to loop her fingers through the waistband riding low on his hips.
"I enjoyed last night," he whispered. He'd turned toward her just enough so that she was able to feel his breath against the top of her head. "What you said about wanting a challenge—I think it made an impression on the reporter. He wasn't expecting that from a woman."
"I enjoyed last night, too." Was there anything else she should say? Any way of stretching out the moment?
They were outside now, standing off to one side of the large door. Men were still coming into the cafeteria. She nodded at a couple of them but made no attempt to separate herself from Mike's arm. She wondered if her shoulder would carry his imprint for the rest of the day. "This fire you're going to today," she asked, "is it a big one?"
He explained that wind conditions and not the size of the fire were what had the BLM concerned. He had no explanation for why he'd risked refusal by seeking these last minutes alone with her, only that he wouldn't be able to get into the Sikorsky without having tried.
The silent battle taking place within him threw Mike for a loop. In the past month he'd been to every western state except Nevada and said hello and goodbye to dozens of people. He'd shared a beer and a joke with some of them, dated two female forest service employees and taken a group of retarded children for a ride in his chopper. He'd enjoyed those contacts, but when the time to leave came his mind was already on what was ahead.
This time he was thinking about what he would be leaving behind.
"We live in the same state," he said. "You'd think our paths would have crossed by now."
"Maybe they have. To you all of us on the ground must look like ants."
Mike didn't remember her voice being that weak. Was she, too, dreading the moment when they'd have to shake hands, or was she merely anxious to be out on the county road? He said something about getting within a hundred feet of the ground during a lot of his drops and being able to see a lot more than antlike creatures, but he didn't care what he was saying or what she might say in turn.
God, she was soft. Soft and strong. He remembered how vulnerable she had looked last night with exhaustion etched on her face and then thought about the kind of competence it took to be considered an arson expert. She was, he decided, more strength than vulnerability. "Where do you go after this?"
"I'm not sure." She'd been the one to tell Sheppard they should be getting on the road and now she was content to lean against a cafeteria wall with a man's hand draped over her shoulder. "I'm slated to go home later today, but that's subject to change. It's so dry in Washington. I wouldn't be surprised if we're sent there. I'd make a good travel agent. Name anywhere in the western states and I've been there."
"How does your family feel about that? Does it bother them the way you earn your living?"
That was one question she could answer easily. Usually she didn't bother with an explanation of the forces that had shaped her, but she'd like him to know—if only there was time. "They're all for it. They've always said they raised hyperactive kids. Dad says it was either this or having a daughter who rides the rails."
"My mom says I take after my father. He was a restless man."
Lory forgot to breathe. She didn't know how she knew it, but she was certain Mike was telling her something not many people knew. "You said was. Is your father dead?"
"He might be."
You don't want to talk about this, do you? If she knew Mike better, if they had more time, she might be able to break through this barrier. But they were brand new to each other, and new was all they were ever going to be. "What about your mother? Does what you do bother her?"
"It bothers both of us. Not—" He bent his head slightly so that they were looking into each other's eyes. Someone entering the cafeteria called out her name. She didn't acknowledge him. "Not the danger aspect, because Mom doesn't see what I do as dangerous, but the being apart," Mike was saying. "She says I have to do what I have to do, but it was just Mom and me when I was growing up. I worry about her."
"You could get another job. Be around more."
"I tried that once. I worked for a logging company that was in turn owned by some conglomerate. I just went crazy trying to keep up with all the regulations."
"Then you're a gypsy, too." Oh, Mike, we could have something. It's there, just beyond our reach.
"Mom says I'm a drifter. No." He increased the pressure on her shoulder just enough for it to register as a gentle squeeze. "I don't think it's that. I like having a home base. I just don't need to be there very often." His voice, already soft, dropped to a whisper. "My mother is the only real tie I have, but she's independent, too. She bought this dump and fixed it up by herself. She's a teacher. A damn good one. She says they're going to have to shoot her to get her to retire."
Lory chuckled because she needed to feel something other than the seriousness Mike was handing her. The thought she'd had a moment ago frightened her because it exposed holes she didn't want to know she had. They were getting so close so fast. If it couldn't last any longer than this morning, she didn't want it. "My mom taught for a few years, but she got tired of the bureaucratic red tape and parents wanting her to do their job for them. Now she and Dad own a snowmobile business and goof off all summer. Actually they charter rafting trips on the Snake, but I refuse to believe that's work."
"They sound like my kind of people." His lips were inches from hers. If she made the move, would he respond?
Before the question could be answered, the cafeteria door opened and Sheppard and Boyd came out. "That has to be the worst coffee I've had in a month," Boyd said while Sheppard made a move toward his car. Lory felt Mike's hand slip off her shoulder. Shaken by what she'd been so close to doing, she started after Sheppard.
Think of something. You at least have to say goodbye. Make him understand that you've left someone before and will do it again. She turned back around to find Mike still leaning against the cafeteria wall, looking at her. "If you see Greg Harper, say hello to him for me," she told him. "He's some kind of biologist with the BLM in Deschutes County. Tell him I said he's the worst poker player in three states."
Mike nodded gravely, as if delivering her message was the most important thing he had to do that day. With a grunt, he pushed himself away from the wall. "Wait a minute. I'll walk you to the car. How do you know about this Greg Harper's poker-playing ability?"
"We killed a couple of days playing poker while waiting for lightning strikes that never materialized. I hate cards and I'm ten times better than he'll ever be." The trek to Sheppard's vehicle didn't take nearly long enough. She didn't know how she felt about having the other two men with them, but she wasn't sure she wanted to be alone with Mike, either.
Finally there was nothing to do but get into the car, wind down the window and look up at him. Her mind had been racing with a thousand possibilities for getting the necessary words out of the way, but now that the time had arrived she didn't want to say anything. If he couldn't read her thoughts, then no amount of words on her part would make any difference. She sighed faintly, eyes squinting against the morning sun. He seemed more shadow and blur than flesh and blood. Forgetting him should be easier this way.
"What you're going to do today," he asked, "is it ever dangerous?"
She’d been asked that question before, but this was the first time she wanted to give more than the standard reply. She had to choose her words carefully. There was a small measure of danger in dealing with those who would deliberately set a fire, but most arsonists acted impulsively. Seldom did they think ahead to the consequences should they he caught. There was only one brand of arsonist capable of making the hairs on the back of her head stand on end.
"It can be," she said as honestly as possible. "Criminals sometimes use the national forests. If they set a fire to hide evidence of what they're doing, or to try to burn out the competition... So far I haven't had to deal with any of them, but they're getting bold. And a little desperate because of the crackdown on drugs."
Don't take chances, he wanted to tell her. Let someone else take the risks. But in the few hours he'd known her, he'd learned something. She made any and all decisions about her life. There was only one thing left to say. "Take care of yourself, Lory."
"I will. Take care of yourself, Mike."
The car engine started. Feeling hollowed out, Lory turned away, deliberately concentrating on the way out. She didn't know when Mike stepped back or whether he stayed to watch her departure. Sheppard was saying something about the quick work the volunteer fire department had done putting out the blaze, but talking to the man next to her was beyond her.
She couldn't chalk her reaction up to last night's exhaustion. On the surface, Mike Steen wasn't that different from the other men she came across in her job. True, there was a certain fascination about the way he earned his living, and he was the epitome of ruggedness, but that was the outer shell. She didn't know him well enough to have any idea what went on inside him. How was it possible to be mesmerized by a man she'd known for less than a day?
It wasn't.
By the time they reached the site of the burn, she’d shaken most of herself free from the fog she was in, but she continued to function in a robotlike way. Sheppard was still excited by the way his day had begun, and he filled up whatever gaps might have occurred in the conversation.
He explained that his car had had a dead battery that morning and he'd had to borrow his visiting brother's truck to get to work. It was just getting light when he passed the VW with its three teenage passengers. He was surprised when they didn't wave at him until he realized that his brother's truck wasn't one they'd recognize. Just as he was shaking his head over the speed the boys were traveling, he came across the small fire burning some twenty feet back from the quiet county road. He had grown up in the woods; he knew that moments counted when it came to extinguishing fires during a dry summer. Before the flames had time to reach the trees, the volunteer fire department was on the job.
"I don't have anything concrete to go on," the sheriff told her when she and Sheppard joined him near the charred grass. "We have a suspicious fire and a car speeding out of the area, but maybe it was caused by a cigarette. For that, the kids, if it's them, get a slap on the wrist. But if they did this deliberately, I want it stopped. I want the word to get around that starting fires is no damn joke."
Lory agreed. After being assured that the local fire department had left the area untouched after putting the fire out, she began walking slowly over the site, eyes alert for signs the untrained wouldn't notice. A few minutes later she grunted and dropped to her knees. She pulled a pocketknife from her back pocket and dug into the earth. She repeated the same process in two other places and turned the small dirty ends of three candles over to the sheriff. "It was deliberate all right," she said tersely. "Someone stuck the candles into the ground, lit them and waited for the candles to burn down. My guess is they had matches ringing the candles. Once those went off, the dry conditions took care of the rest."
Sheppard whistled. "How did you know where to dig?"
"I didn't at first, but if you'll look closely, you'll see that there are three origins for the fire. Three separate fires with three different cores. That's no accident."
"That was fast work."
"Those kids were careless. They probably sat here watching the candles burn and then took off when the matches went off. I'd like to think they knew they'd made a mistake, that the fires weren't going to go out of their own accord. Of course having Sheppard showing up so soon made my work a lot easier. Now comes the hard part," she reminded the sheriff. "Getting those kids to own up to what they did."
"Who knows?" the sheriff said as they headed back toward the vehicles. "It's amazing what comes out if the kids are questioned separately, especially if they believe there's been a witness." He patted Sheppard on the shoulder. "I owe you one."
"Get him to take you to one of his fishing spots," she suggested to Sheppard. "I'd like to know if there's anything to all this boasting I've heard." She sighed. "It's been so long since I've gone fishing. That's a terrible thing for someone who lives near a river to have to admit."
The sheriff, who recognized her from the last time they'd worked together, offered to include her in the fishing trip, but she had to turn him down. Besides, with parents who made their living off the river, fishing was something she could do every time she went home. Fishing. Rafting. It wasn't a bad idea. "If someone will take me back to the school, I might be able to leave with my crew. I don't think you're going to need me any more, do you?"
"Probably not. I don't think these kids are going to lie very long. I know them. They're not bad. Just bored. And stupid. You're sure you won't be able to join us?"
"Don't tempt me. Sorry. You know this is the busy time of the year for us."
"That's right," the sheriff teased. "Leave me here with all the work while you go flying all over the country. You probably make more with overtime and hazard pay in a summer than I do all year."
"I doubt that. At least you get to stay in one place." She loved her job, but there were drawbacks. One drawback, she amended. Being called on to be anywhere within the western states left no time for developing relationships, for learning what lay below the surface in a pair of piercing hazel eyes.
On the fifth day fire crews from the Bureau of Indian Affairs were sent in to assist those already fighting the Saddle Mountain fire. Those who had been on the fire line for the better part of a week were aware that planes had landed reinforcements who would be climbing the ridge to where they were trying to cut off the fire's advance, but the news gave little comfort. In this, the most persistent fire of the still-young season, there was no guarantee that more manpower would bring the blaze under control.
Lory was one of seventy-five fighting the lightning-caused, creeping behemoth. Assisted by bulldozers and a half-dozen air tankers dropping retardant, a line was being drawn between the fire and the tinder-dry forest in its path. The computer program known as BEHAVE had predicted the speed, path and intensity of the fire. That knowledge plus RAWS, or Remote Automated Weather Stations, added greatly to the command post's knowledge of wind speed and direction, humidity and air temperature.
On the line only one thing mattered. Gaining control before the fire created its own wind current and made the last- ditch technique of lighting back fires a dangerous necessity. Oblivious to the weight of their packs, Lory and her fellow fire fighters were intent on hot-spotting. Brush, trees and dry tinder were being cleared from the path of the fastest burning flame fingers. Once those short sections had been constructed, they were connected to create a frontal barrier. Only then could the fire fighters' attention be turned to the flanks and rear and containment be achieved. If the wind didn't turn on them, that is.
Once again Boyd Doughtery was nearby, but today he was doing little talking. The pressure of roping a giant left little energy for anything except what had to be done. Lory wished she could take time to talk to her friend, say something to ease his concern, but she had to think of conserving her energy first. Boyd had been unable to contact his wife since coming to Saddle Mountain. He was worried that Sal's not knowing where he was would make her anxious.
"She's used to it," Lory gasped as they dropped back for relatively fresher air. "This isn't the first time you've been out of touch."
"I know," Boyd acknowledged. "But I keep thinking about the baby. Will her worrying be bad for it?"
"Sal's a levelheaded woman. She's not sitting around wringing her hands."
"I know," Boyd repeated. "But—" He stopped as an engulfed tree crashed to the earth. "It's different for me now with the baby. Do you ever think about not making it back sometime?"
"You know I have."
"I'm sorry. Bad question. But that's what I'm thinking about. I know it probably isn't going to happen, but what if Sal has to raise our child alone? What if I never see my son or daughter? Damn it! That baby deserves a father."
The need to press forward put an end to the conversation, but she was unable to shake Boyd's words. Last year she'd had a friend to tell her feelings to, to talk about maybe not making it out of the forest. Boyd knew that. Her friend was no longer alive, and Lory had learned to keep certain emotions to herself. It wasn't that she wanted to deny Boyd the opportunity to voice his fears—every fire fighter had to deal with that—but Jeff's death had brought her face-to-face with mortality. She was no longer able to expose herself the way Boyd was doing. For her, death was no longer an abstract.
Enough of that! She arched her back against the weight on her shoulders and shut down her mind. In a half hour she'd have a drink from her canteen. In two hours she'd try to remember the jerky she'd shoved in her backpack this morning. Until the crew took time for a break, she would do what she'd been trained to do and nothing else.
She wouldn't think about Jeff.
Three hours later Boyd and she were washing jerky down with water when their crew chief brought word that the Sikorsky that had helped out two weeks ago was back again. "I understand Center put out the call for him and a couple other choppers that had just finished with that rangeland fire to the east. RAWS says that weather system they were worried about is definitely kicking up. We've got to get this beast under control before the lightning strikes start. What we don't need is any more wind."
"When's he going to be here?" she asked as she resettled her pack and picked up her shovel. "It's getting pretty late in the day." Mike Steen, she added silently. The man with the soft, steady name.
"Pretty damn soon. I guess they've been keeping tabs on this fire thinking they might be needed. If things go the way they figure, they should be dropping retardant in less than an hour. You haven't seen him since we ran into him in Oregon, have you?"
"How could I? We’ve been on the move constantly."
"Just asking. Just asking." Keith patted her shoulder. "Maybe you'll see him tonight."
I'm not counting on it, she thought as Keith moved on down the line. Granted, she was next to impossible to track down during a heavy fire season, but if Mike wanted to leave a message, he knew how. If he didn't, she would accept his decision, and if he did...she glanced skyward at least three times before committing her body to the seemingly never-ending task.
Mike leaned over his controls trying to see around the billowing smoke. As fires went, this one was fairly sedate. It was massive, with convection columns billowing thousands of feet into the sky, but set so that wind drafts couldn't easily grip the flames. It could kick up its own wind currents, though, if they didn't get a handle on it soon. Then there was the summer lightning storm RAWS was predicting. Put the two together and the slumbering beast could become a raging giant.
That, in part, was why he was here. He smelled smoke, saw the flames pushing through lodgepole and fir, heard the explosion of tinder-dry ground fuels and wondered at the self-control it took to keep a fire fighter standing his ground.
Or her ground. Lory Foster was down there somewhere. Without really understanding why, he’d remembered her crew chief’s name. It hadn't taken long for the dispatcher at the command center to relay the information that Keith Hartigan's crew had been one of the first to reach the fire. That meant Lory had been at Saddle Mountain for at least five days.
He, too, had been in Idaho most of that time, but the rangeland fire caused by a backfiring tractor had been a pesky one fueled by winds racing across the prairie. They'd done pretty well as long as the water supply in several nearby reservoirs had held out, but once that was gone, he and the other pilots had had to travel close to fifty miles for another water supply. He'd been in the air so long that his body felt welded to the seat, but that was nothing compared to the strain the ground crew here must be under.
Nothing compared to what she was asking her body to do.
He didn't know what to do with his thoughts. It wasn't like him to think about someone once they were no longer together. After flying out of Prospect, he'd toyed with the idea of trying to get in touch with her again, but couldn't think of a valid reason. He'd never called a woman simply to hear her voice.
Today he didn't need a reason. She was one of the ants surrounded by fire. He wanted her out of there as soon as possible.
Dipping almost to the treetops, he followed the instructions given him by the command center. He was to drop retardant directly in front of the fire's path, but because the fire had just shifted direction, the coordinates he had been given were less than exact. He'd have to go by sight if the hundreds of gallons of retardant swinging under him were to do any good.
Through the smoke he could make out a hot river of flame coasting downhill, and he reached for the lever that would upend the sloshing bag. At the last moment the smoke broke away. He could make out a loose knot of men staring up at him. Saluting smartly, he banked upward before attacking the flames from another direction. The last thing the fire fighters needed was bright, sticky retardant dropped on them.
Ten minutes later he was back again. The mountain lake he'd just dipped out of was behind the fire but close enough that the fire wouldn't have shifted direction in the time he was gone. This load was released just to the left of the first one. He spotted several fire fighters waving at him but wasn't close enough to identify any of them. Before he could go back for another load, he was instructed to drop on an area a quarter of a mile away.
The rest of the afternoon went that way with the choppers being shotgunned around, sometimes crisscrossing one another's path because the fire had more than one point of advance. Although Mike was accustomed to being deployed in this manner, he found it irritating. Over the years he'd formed his own game plan for using his chopper most efficiently. There were reasons why he was self-employed, not the least of which was a basic dislike for taking orders, but with the ominous weather system building to the north and threatening to become reality sometime tomorrow, this wasn't the time to argue. He didn't want Lory down there when and if lightning struck.
"You want to call it a wrap?" one of the other pilots asked over the radio as the sun was setting. "I'm getting low on fuel."
"Me, too," he acknowledged. "They're going to feed us, aren't they?"
"They'd better. And there better be more than butter sandwiches. Lord I hate those things."
Mike agreed. Because mayonnaise turned rancid without refrigeration, sandwiches on the fire line were made with butter. Unless there was nothing else available he avoided them. As he waited his turn to land on the helipad a tractor had made for the choppers, his mind slid back to the meal he'd shared with Lory. There had been some kind of salad—that much he remembered—but the rest of the food was a blank.
Not so the woman he'd sat across a cafeteria table from. It had been hard to make out what she looked like when he'd first seen her sooty face, but when she'd stepped out of the gym and lifted her wet hair off her shoulders, he'd understood why she stood out. Not many women built like that risked their slight bodies on a fire line.
Slight but strong, he corrected. And independent. After all, she hadn't tried to contact him. Probably she wouldn't remember who he was.
There were at least five times the number of personnel at the Saddle Mountain command center than there had been at Prospect. After wandering in and out of the knots of people for fifteen minutes, he gave up. He hadn't eaten since last night; certainly that was more important than finding one woman. He hooked up with the pilots of the other two helicopters and eased into the line in front of the two catering trucks that were dispensing food. The wilderness area, accessible only by a logging road, was a mass of humanity with an even longer line in front of the watering truck, which served as the only shower. The two men currently under the shower had stripped to their shorts and were enduring catcalls from those waiting their turn. The one semi-flat area served as sleeping quarters. Even in the midst of evening activity, tired fire Fighters were already buried in their sleeping bags.
Most, however, were forming small groups around their belongings. The hum of conversation was occasionally snuffed out as vehicles either left or entered the center. Those who had already picked up their dinners leaned their weary backs against their packs as they ate.
It was in one of those groups that he found her. He'd picked up a plate filled with something that passed for spaghetti and was following the other pilots through the maze when something without form or substance reached out and stopped him.
Mike turned and looked down. Lory was staring back up at him, part of a hard roll caught between her teeth. Wet, clean hair hugged the sides of her face. The eyes that had been deep caves the first time he'd seen her had turned into bottomless caverns etched with exhaustion. She had probably showered with her sleeveless T-shirt on; the still-damp fabric clung to her slender shoulders and gave away the secrets of her full, unrestrained breasts. She was barefoot. So, he thought, she was out of the forest for tonight at least. He wanted to think he had had something to do with that.
It was him. Lory had seen the chopper land, but conversation and the promise of cool water cascading over her had diverted her. By the time she'd emerged from behind the hand-held blankets that offered a measure of privacy, she'd lost sight of the pilots. And there had been dozens of acquaintances to speak to while she had located the rest of her belongings and waited her turn for something to eat.
She'd wanted to go looking for Mike, but a shyness she couldn't explain had taken hold of her. She'd been able to say words of greeting to at least twenty men since coming into camp, but what she'd said to them hadn't taken any thought. They were men she could share a few minutes of conversation with without feeling empty when they ran out of things to say. With Mike Steen the words had to be right. Only she didn't know what the words would be.
She removed the bread from her mouth but didn't blink. The bone-deep exhaustion that had made putting on her tennis shoes an impossible task slipped from her bones. She felt thirteen years old simply because a hazel-eyed man was looking at her. She spoke first. "They told me one of the choppers was yours. I heard you a couple of times, but there was so much smoke—"
Without glancing at his fellow pilots, he dropped to his knees next to her and squared around so he could place his tray on his lap. "How long has this thing been burning?"
"We got here on Saturday. I don't know how long before that it started. A couple of days, I think." Discussing what brought them together was a safe subject. Why didn't it interest her?
"We better get it controlled damn soon. The weather isn't going to cooperate much longer."
"I know. Where—what have you been up to?"
Mike told her about the fires he'd been fighting for the past two weeks. She'd been in California while he was in Washington, then back in Oregon when he'd been called to Idaho. Ships in the night, she thought, but maybe they hadn't come that close. "I'm too tired to care," she admitted when he pointed out that she shouldn't be barefoot. "It’s a bad summer. My folks are asking if I can come home soon. I don't know."
As she watched, he set down his barely touched dinner. "And your feet are killing you, right?"
She nodded.
"Maybe I can help." He cupped his hand around her right heel. Then he drew her leg toward him, his fingers already kneading her instep. Having his hand on her foot felt right, the best thing that had happened to her since they'd almost shared a kiss near a cafeteria door. "No blisters," he said. "Too bad. If you had some, you might get to rest tomorrow."
"Don't tempt me. Unfortunately I made sure my boots fit when I bought them." Without giving herself time to test the wisdom of what she was doing, she set aside her meal and leaned against hear bedroll. Her eyes drooped and her lower jaw seemed incapable of staying in place, yet she was a long way from falling asleep. She was dimly aware of the other fire fighters watching Mike massage her foot, but she accepted their curiosity. Somehow his fingers knew just where to press and where to apply a lighter touch.
Relief, slow and steady, worked its way into the bones of her feet. Drop by drop her exhaustion melted away and was replaced by an easy warmth. Although his hands went no higher than her ankles. She could feel the benefit of his massage climb to her calves, knees, thighs and beyond. She closed her eyes, shutting out, she hoped, everything else she was feeling.
She was drifting, floating on a calm river with the sun's sensual fingers caressing her flesh. Only the heat she felt was coming from a man and not the sun, and the river she was floating on wouldn't have existed if anyone except Mike Steen had been touching her. Why she should be willing to let him dictate the ebb and flow of her emotions and why he out of the hundreds sharing the wilderness opening with them was capable of reaching her on this level she didn't know. Didn't care. Letting it happen was enough.
Mike tilted her foot upward and pressed firmly against the base of her toes, pushing out the effects of ten hours on her feet, replacing fatigue with energy. The energy was undeniably of a sensual nature.
With her teeth clamped over her lower lip, she opened her eyes. Mike was watching, eyes steady on her face and not the frail fabric that wasn't providing enough modesty. It was only when she glanced down at herself that he followed her lead.
"I had to have a shower," she explained. "I think I would have killed for one. But there's no privacy here. I didn't dare take off all my clothes. The women don't usually wear bras when they're fighting fire. Nylon can melt." She stopped. She should have never started on the subject.
"What you need—" He released her right foot only to pick up the left one. "—is a luxury motel with hot water and a tub and scented bubble bath."
"Oh. Don't do this to me." If she lay back against her pack once again, Mike would know how much he was affecting her. But then he must know already. She let her head drop backward. "Don't spin me any fantasies unless you can deliver."
"When this fire's out."
"What's going to happen then?"
"You're going to the best motel we can find and you're going to float in a tub until your skin wrinkles."
She laughed. She could hear amused chuckles from those she'd been sharing her meal with, but she didn't care. Mike's fantasy was too glorious to be ignored. "And how am I going to get to this motel? I came here in an army transport."
"We. I said we're going to find this here motel I've dreamed up. How do I know?'' His fingers were around her ankle but pushing against her pant leg, reaching for the tight swell of her calf. "We'll get a bullhorn and fly over the nearest city asking directions."
She lay still, waiting for him to continue his search, but her jeans had put an end to how high his hands could go up her leg. If they were in a motel and she wasn't wearing anything, this wouldn't happen.
"That's about enough daydreaming." She sat up quickly, the movement drawing her leg away from Mike. What she'd been thinking was definitely not good for her peace of mind. Mike was massaging her tired feet. He hadn't said anything about offering to share a bed. If she had the sense she was born with, she would find Ann and let the other woman's snores lull her to sleep. "We go back on the line at dawn. I need to climb into my bag and get some sleep."
"I'll help you." He tossed her her shoes and socks. While she shook pine needles off the socks and pulled them on, he gathered up her belongings. He was talking to the others now, answering questions about his chopper and asking if anyone knew how the California Angels had done on their last road trip. When she finished tying her shoes, he helped her to her feet.
"My mother's an Angels fanatic," he told her. "It's embarrassing the way the woman carries on. I'm in hot water if I don't know how the team's doing," he explained as she led the way.
She tried to concentrate on what he was saying, but her senses were still reacting to his touch. Only the scattered beams of flashlights piercing the darkness of the area gave her any hint of where she should be going. But so what? She was operating on automatic pilot, anyway. In the forest her trained body did its job without being told. Tonight her feet were sure on the ground because her mind was filled with what she'd learned about what his touch could do to her.
In a few minutes she found where Ann had spread her sleeping bag. The other woman was a short distance away, sitting cross-legged on someone's sleeping bag while a group played cards. Ann called out to warn her that ants had been kicked up near a tree and she’d be wise to settle her belongings out in the open.
While Lory shook her sleeping bag out of its sack, Mike helped by emptying her backpack. "I've always wondered what fire fighters carried out onto the line." He held up three pairs of cotton socks, jerky, gloves, two wadded bandanas. When he came to a compactly folded bundle made of aluminum and fiberglass he frowned.
"Open it up," she offered without giving herself time to consider what she was doing. "That's what we call our brown-and-serve bag."
A minute later he’d shaken the three pounds of material out until it formed a pup tent. He touched the outer aluminum layer. "It's fireproof. How do you use it?"
"I've never had to." Her attention never wavered from what Mike was doing. "I pray I never have to."
He left the shelter he'd created to sit beside her on her sleeping bag. "Why?"
I'm not fooling him. He knows this upsets me. "That's that's what we use when there's nothing else."
"When you can't get away from a fire?"
Lory shivered, barely remembering to nod. She hadn't wanted to let the emotion out, but she could smell the smoke sliding in from Saddle Mountain, hear the sounds of fire that were both a part of her makeup and the seeds of her nightmares. It had been night when Jeff died, when the danger in what she did for a living had blown up in her face. "Keith, my chief, he had to use one once. He said it was hell. I believe him."
Mike took her cold hand and folded it over his knee. He was watching her when he spoke. "Tell me what he said, Lory."
Mike was asking about Keith, but Jeff's memory wouldn't leave her alone. It had been a night much like tonight except that the wind had been stronger and the fire much closer. Heat, dry and alive with electricity, had swirled around the fire fighters. They had been working the night shift, light from the flames guiding them. Stay here, the crew chief had told them. But Jeff hadn't stayed. He'd walked out of her life.
Mike wanted to hear about the fire shelters. She could talk about that. "Keith was in Idaho. Out of Clearwater. They were fighting a firestorm. The winds had kicked up to where the wind was traveling faster than the flames. Before they knew it, he and the others were trapped." Lory moved her fingers restlessly under Mike's hand but didn't try to draw away. Come back, Jeff, she'd yelled at him, but he hadn't heard. Or hadn't listened.
"They couldn't get out of the way?"
She shook her heavy head. Jeff had been dead a year and still she could hear herself screaming at him. It was so damn hard to talk about something else. "You've seen a firestorm," she made herself say. "Separate fires coming together and creating their own wind. Keith said that at the worst it sounded like freight trains passing overhead. The ground shook. The wind almost pulled the shelters off them." She couldn't take her eyes off the flimsy-looking tent. If Jeff had used his he'd be alive.
"And Keith still fights fires?" Mike asked. What in God's name was going on here? Lory was trapped in a nightmare that existed only in her mind. He wasn't sure he could reach her, but he had to try to bring her back to safety. He was asking questions because somewhere in her reply might be the explanation for her frozen fingers.
She nodded. She was afraid to lean against him, afraid she might expose too much of herself, open a door that couldn't be closed again. Keith's hell had been inside a fire shelter with red-hot walls sagging against him and dirt in his nostrils and his own screams tearing at his throat. Her hell came back every time she woke with Jeff's name on her lips and his form disappearing into the forest. "Keith says he's been through the worst. After that he can handle anything."
"What about you? What can you handle?"
What a fool she was to think she could keep anything from Mike. A woman who shivered and couldn't keep the blood running in her fingers was exposing a great deal. "I go on fighting fires."
"Just like Keith. Your reaction just now—you weren't reacting only to what happened to Keith, were you?"
"No." Did he deserve more than that? No matter. She couldn't give it to him. No one, not even her family, knew what she'd been through.
"Tell me about it." With his free hand he caressed the back of her neck. He wasn't an expert on what it took to bring out the deepest human emotions, but when his grandmother had died he'd held his mother and that had helped both of them. Touching Lory was the only kind of communication he could give her.
Her sigh was too close to a whimper, but she held herself in check. Mike wasn't the only one who'd tried to get her to talk about Jeff last night. Keith had been there. And Boyd and Ann, but none of them had pressured her like this. Although she was reacting to Mike's concern in a way she barely understood, that didn't make it any easier. "It's history. Let it go."
He had to accept her wishes. Someday, if he got to know her better, the barriers might drop away. But if he pushed things now she would only retreat. That was the last thing he wanted. He deliberately shifted the conversation in what he hoped was a safer direction. "Do you have to carry the fire shelter all the time? What if you're just mopping up?"
"We don't do much mopping up." Grateful for the change, she rolled her head, now fully aware of where Mike's hand rested. "That's one of the benefits of being hotshots. We don't have to do the scut work, the cold trailing and, yes, we always carry the shelters. Keith insists on it."
"Doesn't surprise me after what he's been through. I've never given the ground crew this much thought before. You have my utmost respect." He shifted positions, spreading his legs and pulling her against him, giving her his chest to rest her back against. When she readily accepted what he was giving her, he buried his nose in her hair and drank in the scent of her shampoo.
What they were doing wasn't safe. Even with the others around, it wouldn't take much for him to slide his hands to her breasts, to tip his head so he could run his lips over the long column of her neck. To change things between them.
"Just send money. Big bills. I'm sorry," she said so softly that the last two words were little more than a sigh. "Poor joke. Talk to me in the morning. Maybe I'll be coherent by then."
"I don't know if I'll see you in the morning," he pointed out, although that wasn't what he wanted to say. "Unless it starts raining tonight, which it isn't going to, we're both going to be at work before it gets light. Who do we talk to about the work schedule? I want Wednesday off so I can go golfing." Almost without his mind being in on the decision making, his arms wrapped themselves around Lory's shoulders, pulling her even closer to him. Under his fingers he found the tempo of her pulse. Her back against his chest gave out a fragile warmth. If he told her what he was thinking, she might take her warmth away from him. What he wanted was to take this delicate woman and spirit her away from the dangers and challenges she exposed herself to every day. Just once she should know what it was like to let someone else take care of her.
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