
  
    
      
    
  


		
    
      
    
  



Prologue

			Last Night

			THERE ARE TIMES when I really hate sleeping.

			When those times come around, there’s this moment where I feel like I’m falling, and I jerk myself up and out of it because falling is the worst thing—ever.

			According to some very well-respected research on the topic, it’s the first fear we learn as infants, and it really shouldn’t be a surprise as to why. There you are, helpless and unable to do anything other than hope to everything that you know—and let’s face it, as a baby you truly know nothing—that someone or something catches you before you get hurt—or worse.

			Then as you get older, grow control over your limbs and the landscape, you become aware—aware of what can hurt you, aware of what can happen when you fall.

			Like most, I grew past it, able to ignore it, even learned how to work with it. And then . . .

			I fell, once.

			I fell out of the sky, under stars I couldn’t see, through smoke that blew and billowed, choking me and all that lived with the rage of the fire that powered it, pulling my life from me to feed its own, each of us desperate to stay alive by extinguishing the other.

			I fell into a black so complete that even though I felt the movement of my body, the weight of my gear upon me, the twist of the cords that would direct motion instead fighting my hands, in that moment words, directions like up or right or left, had no meaning, and all I knew was that I . . . was . . . going . . .

			Down.

			Down into the unknown.

			Down into the black.

			Down into the choke I couldn’t see, to the heat that roared in the ever-closing distance, a heat that crackled and rumbled and screamed “I’ll get you, my pretty!” because its desire to survive weighed directly against mine.

			And I fell down into a pain so complete that the roar and the choke and the growing heat exploded into the brightest white, was the sum total of the entire universe before it disappeared, taking me with it.

			I really hate falling.

			And sometimes I really hate falling into sleep.

			 

			 

			 

			“I’ve got you. You’re okay. It’s me—I’ve got you.”

			I wake, just for a few moments, but this time it’s all okay and I know she’s right, because I can feel her pressed against my back, her arm wrapped tightly about my shoulder and over my chest, pulling me even closer into her as her fingers twine through mine, and her breath is the sweetest breeze over my shoulder.

			“I love you,” I murmur, overjoyed even in my exhaustion that she is so close, and I hold her hand even tighter, because I mean what I say with everything that’s in me, that I’m made of, as I snug myself even closer to feel every precious inch of her against me that I possibly can.

			She’s the one, my one, the center and sum and meaning of my even being alive at this very moment, and this time, because I know she’s here, she’s with me, and we are both okay, I don’t fall—I land.

			Safe.

			





Chapter 1

			More Than One Yesterday Ago

			Bennie: Hey! So you didn’t tell me how it went the other day—I’m guessing it went well?

			 

			Trish: Well is a word—if you

			count surviving the last jump

			without any incident!

			 

			Bennie: We didn’t hear about

			anything out here.

			 

			Trish: That’s because we got it

			under control—the ground

			crew cut a LOT of line, and

			caught a weather break, so we

			got clear super-quick!

			 

			Bennie: I’m glad for that but I

			meant your date. You were

			supposed to have one of

			those.

			Trish: Was I?

			 

			Bennie: Uh, yeah!

			 

			Trish: I guess I forgot! There

			was a fire to go to, ya know . . . 

			 

			Trish: And didn’t you have

			something similar going on?

			 

			Bennie: Who, me?

			 

			Trish: Uh, yeah!

			 

			Bennie: I have no idea what

			you’re texting about.

			 

			Trish: Uh-huh.

			 

			Bennie: Look, how about the

			next time I’m out there or

			you’re out here, we just talk

			about this instead of texting

			bad jokes?

			 

			Trish: When’s the last time we

			did that?

			 

			Bennie: Fire last summer out

			over the Alamos Ridge.

			 

			Trish: Maybe we should grab a

			coffee without a fire?

			Bennie: Wait a minute . . . I’m

			thinking about this! What

			would it be like to actually chat

			and NOT smell like smoke?

			 

			Trish: I DON’T REMEMBER

			ANYMORE!!!

			 

			Bennie: Ok—let’s find out,

			then!

			 

			Trish: Done deal—I’ll go to

			NYC, or you come out

			thisaway?

			 

			Bennie: Either/or is good. I’m

			off tomorrow in the a.m.

			Seriously—let’s look at the

			calendar and figure it out?

			 

			Trish: Better yet—we’ll

			synchronize our calendars!

			 

			Bennie: Lol! Love it—and it

			sounds like the beginnings of

			a plan.

			 

			Trish:  Go to sleep—it’s already

			late for you!

			 

			Bennie: Or is it just very early?

			 

			Trish: G’night (or good

			morning. Or whatever.)

			 

			Bennie: Good whatever to

			you, too!

			 

			 

			So of course, the call came in at what-the-fuck o’clock.

			“Your phone is ringing,” sing-songed a voice I really liked—even loved—but honestly, I didn’t want to hear anything but my dreams after working not one, not two, but actually three twelve-plus-hour shifts in a row—and those right after I’d already worked two ten-hour days.

			“It’s just a nightmare,” I mumbled back at my cousin Linda as I tried to bury my head under my pillow. Sleep felt so damn good, and my chest and shoulders were sore with the fullness of the need for it . . .

			“It’s your bat phone,” Linda said, and I could feel her move around the bed we shared in this small apartment as she spoke. “Here.”

			She dropped it on the pillow over my head. It landed with a soft thump.

			Fuck.

			The bat phone.

			So named because, like the comic book hero who saw a signal in the sky when the city needed him, this phone rang when help was needed—my help, specifically.

			It felt like my whole body groaned as I sighed out heavily. “Thanks for not dropping it on my head,” I ground out to her, then grabbed the phone. 

			“Only because you’re gonna need it,” she answered, “and I can’t risk hurting a pretty face that looks so much like mine.”

			“Little favors,” I said as I rolled my eyes, because with Linda, it was always spice—you just never knew how much sweet, salt, or heat, you would get. “But I am sorry this woke you.”

			“Eh, you know I know it’s an emergency, right?”

			“Thanks,” I said again; she finally hit the right button. 

			“It’s Grego,” I answered, giving my last name, knowing that whoever it was already knew that—they were calling me, after all.

			“Grego, this is Coordinating Officer Ryan. We’ve got a request to send support to a sustained fire situation in California. Are you available for immediate pickup and transport?”

			I winced at the crispness of the voice in my ear and held the phone just slightly away from my offended head.

			“I’ll need about half an hour to be ready,” I answered, already mentally cataloguing what I needed and where everything was.

			“I’ll make you coffee,” Linda stage-whispered to me as I swung my legs out from under my oh-so-warm and comfortable blankets to stand.

			“No—you’ll wake Nana!” I stage-whispered back as I felt for then grabbed the right uniform out of the closet, then followed her through the open door to make my way down the hall to the bathroom to wash up before I got ready in the room we called the studio.

			Nana, our grandmother, was, as per her current usual, sleeping in the living room on the sofa instead of what was supposed to be her room, a habit she’d developed since she’d recently been ill. Yes, she was much better now, thankfully, but I didn’t want to wake her before I had to. Still, though, I needed to hear everything Coordinating Officer Ryan was telling me.

			“Twenty-five minutes, Grego, gear check and all. You good with that?” he both ordered and asked while I spit and rinsed.

			“Yes, sir, twenty-five minutes!” I agreed with fresh minty breath. I twisted my hair up into a ponytail. I hurried down the hallway towards the studio where the rest of my gear waited, tucking my shirt into my waistband on the way. I passed Linda, who stuck her tongue out at me, and I rolled my eyes back at her. “Chute was already examined last jump,” I assured into the phone as I snapped the light on.

			“Good. See you in the air.” Ryan clicked off and I did the same.

			Technically, the studio was supposed to be Nana’s bedroom, and while there was a single bed in there, it was a daybed that now almost never got used as anything other than a sofa or, more usually, a resting place for bolts of cloth that Nana made beautiful clothes with. It doubled as a safe place to temporarily lay half-finished constructions.

			I carefully wove my way around the dress form and its draped pieces, not wanting to disturb my grandmother’s carefully pinned work. I glanced around at the shelves that held Nana’s collection of saints and the bookcase with her ever-growing Italian Vogue collection (“American Vogue is great for knowing what happened in Europe five months ago—and some of it is very watered down from true art,” Nana had told me once) while I reached into the closet for my gear. I made a note in my head to go to her favorite international newsstand in Manhattan to pick up the newest one for her.

			Besides, that meant I could make a stop at my favorite comic bookstore, JHU, on the way back. Momentarily happy with my future-future plans, I slid my feet into my boots, then grabbed my personal gear bag. I opened it to double-check that I’d have everything I needed for emergency rescue work. 

			I had everything on my required list, my personal necessities, and a few extras—just in case. I took a breath, then nodded. I glanced at the drawing board against the wall—my part of the studio—which held the latest project I’d been working on.

			Aw man. I sighed regretfully. 

			I’d have to text my friend and creative partner, Jean, when I had a moment, to let her know that I might be delayed in getting those panels and pages of our comic done. But, as I continued to pack my personals into a separate compartment in my gear bag, I made sure to include the things that might make the difference between unrelieved trauma and at least a small oasis of sanity, not only small yet helpful creature comforts, but some really inexpensive mechanical pencils, to go along with a small four-by-five drawing pad I had already tucked into my inside chest pocket. 

			Common sense meant I never carried pencils or pens directly on me because, basically, they could become little spears during a landing impact. These particular ones were the disposable variety because I didn’t want them to get wrecked or, worse, lost. But . . . 

			If there was downtime, and sooner or later there would be, it meant that I would find a moment to sketch. It kept me calm, it kept me mindful, and it also meant that, no matter what, I was still making progress on my project, which was always a feel-good for me. That, and sometimes I doodled little things about the crew I worked with. Everyone I worked with knew I did it. Sometimes it made folks laugh when I shared funnier sketches.

			God, I don’t think there was anyone I worked crew with who didn’t have something I drew with them in it . . . 

			Christ—I had to move and get out. My gear bag complete, I slung it over my shoulder. Just behind where it had lain was my chute. As I’d already assured my coordinating officer, it had already been checked in minute detail before I’d repacked it. Okay, well, actually, I’d checked it, then Nana had reviewed it, too.

			That part—the piece of equipment that not just my job but my actual life depended on—I already knew was good to go.

			I ran my thumb under the strap resting on my shoulder, then glanced around for the phone charger.

			“Here,” Linda said from the door. She grinned and held one out to me.

			“Gracias, querida,” I told her as I tucked it into a flap on my bag, then reached out to give her a hug. “Thank you so much for all you’ve been doing around home these last few weeks. I honestly don’t know what we’d do without you,” I told her as we held each other.

			“You’d miss me, of course—and my fabulous cooking!”

			I couldn’t help but chuckle. “All true,” I agreed, and squeezed her to me. I sighed as the reality of what was about to happen and the needs it would create filled my mind. “This might take at least a week—maybe longer, since they’re calling in my unit, but hopefully not more than that. You’ll be able to balance work and classes with that?”

			“Ah, querida,” Linda said against my cheek. “There’s been so many crazy emergencies this week—so yeah, you’ve worked extra hours, Nana’s been sick—of course I’m gonna help! And besides,” she said as she tugged on my ponytail, “she’s my Nana, and this is my home, too! My cousin is a hero, my Nana is a wonderful and tireless artist, and you let me cook whatever I want—so I’m a lucky girl!”

			“I’m the lucky one,” I countered as I released her. “I have an amazing family.” I glanced towards the living room, where Nana was supposedly sleeping on the sofa. Although I really wished she’d sleep in the bed, I understood. Still, it had been several years since we’d moved into this two-bedroom apartment, and since Linda had only recently moved in to be closer to both work and school, Nana insisted that the studio be purely a room we could each work in.

			I sighed quietly as I glanced around.

			As pretty as this space was, it was too small.

			What I hoped was that between the three of us and the extra money that working this job pulled in, maybe sooner rather than later we’d be able to afford a larger place . . . 

			Linda’s gaze traveled with mine. “Should I tell her when she wakes or . . . ”

			I touched Linda’s shoulder. “I’ll do it,” I said, then sighed again, inwardly this time. “Otherwise she’ll get mad that I didn’t, and then worry even more than she already does. Besides,” I said, and grinned at her, “you know she’s already awake.”

			There wasn’t any need, nor did I want to say the obvious: every day, every call, every mission—especially ones like this, the emergency multiple-agency responses—was a risk: a risk of getting injured, a risk of being scarred, and even possibly the risk of death to not only to those affected by the event directly but also to the rescuers, like me.

			Linda smiled even as she rolled her eyes and nodded. “You need coffee,” she told me as she gave a quick pat to my shoulder.

			“I need coffee,” I agreed.

			“That’s what I said,” Linda reminded me, then moved to the kitchen.

			I took a deep breath as I resettled my bag over my shoulder, then squared myself. I walked into the semi-darkened living room. The light on the table just next to the sofa softly lit a resin statue of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, symbolic of love and compassion for all of humanity. Next to that, my grandmother had placed a figure of Saint Joseph holding a child, because he was the patron saint of fathers, immigrants, and workers of all sorts. And completing her holy tableau, behind both figures stood a third: Saint Michael the Archangel himself, sword raised in protection. He was considered to be the patron of people like me: paramedics, police, emergency medical technicians, and firefighters.

			Still, though, even with the visible shrine on top, under the table itself were several years’ worth of Architectural Digest, because “form and function must both always be considered,” Nana always said. 

			Considering how carefully she inspected and repaired my parachutes, as well as how necessary it was, I not only agreed, I was grateful for her exacting standards and discerning eye.

			I knew, even as I crouched down by Nana’s head on the sofa, that she wasn’t sleeping, and she confirmed that when she raised herself to a seated position.

			“Otra vez, mi vida?” she asked, her eyes gleaming at me as her hands reached out for mine. “You just came back from work—you haven’t even really slept!”

			I took the hands she offered me and kissed each one, soft and fragile-seeming in my careful grip. “Again, yes,” I confirmed. “And yes, I know. They need me. I’ll catch some sleep on the flight out.”

			Nana’s fingers tightened over my hands. “You’ll be careful—you’ll be safe”—she pulled me in to kiss the crown of my head—“and you’ll come home soon.”

			I released her hands, only so I could put my arms around her and hug her. “Yes, Nana,” I agreed, although none of what she’d said was a request: they were commands both to me and the Universe. I knew I would do my utmost to obey—and given the force of my Nana’s will, I was pretty certain the Universe would, too. “I will—all of that.”

			Nana cradled my head to her chest, and I could hear her heartbeat, strong and steady under my ear, along with her words. “Take my blessing,” she murmured into my hair, and I could feel her shift. I knew she was reaching for the holy water she kept in a small plastic bottle, she always had it close to hand.

			“Gracious St. Joseph,” she began as she performed the sign of the cross on my head, “protect my Bennadette from all evil as you did the Holy Family. Kindly keep us ever united, ever fervent in imitation of virtue, and always faithful in devotion to you. Amen.”

			“Amen,” I repeated. “Gracias, mi Nana adorada,” I said after she gave me another kiss on my head, then I stood. “Yo te amo.”

			Nana gave me a warm smile in the low light. “Yo te amo más.” I couldn’t help but smile back because she always told me she loved me more. “And bring me a new sketch,” she reminded me.

			“Yes, Nana,” I promised as the feeling of how much I loved her suffused me, and the impulse to hug her again made me do exactly that until Linda came in, announced by an aroma that could only mean—

			“Coffee!” she announced, handing me a mug steaming with the wonderful stuff.

			“Gracias, querida,” I said. I raised the mug to my face and inhaled deeply.

			And of course, just as I was about to take a sip, my phone went off in my pocket, letting me know the anticipated car had arrived.

			But still, the coffee was fresh and hot and made with all my cousin’s love and not insignificant skill—and who knew how many days it might be before I could get another? The car wasn’t going to leave without me.

			I took a healthy sip then swallowed.

			“I’ve gotta go,” I said with real regret as I handed the still warm and barely touched mug to Linda.

			“Be careful—be safe, querida,” Linda said as she wrapped an arm around me.

			“Of course,” I promised as I quickly hugged her back.

			She released me only so I could quickly jog over and give my grandmother another hug. “I love you—I’ll be back soon.”

			“I love you—and be safe,” she said to me, and traced the sign of the cross on my forehead.

			I gave her one last kiss, quickly gave another to my cousin as I rushed to the door, then with one last hoist of my bag over my shoulder, I squared myself and walked out to face whatever was next.

			 

			 

			 

			It’s fast, the transition from one head state to another, from location to location—at least, when you know you have a job to do and with it, the means to get there. And for this particular rescue organization, well, that trip went even faster, since transport was under contract and paid for by various entities, both public and private.

			I’d done my time as a New York City emergency medical technician for a few years, and while I could have gone for a promotion and become a firefighter proper, that bothered me—I enjoyed and was good at rescue, but I didn’t want to be removed from the medical aspect of it entirely; after all, that’s why I’d become an EMT.

			I honestly couldn’t say if what had prompted me in this career direction was the massive tragedy that was the attack on American soil that took over three thousand lives on a seemingly perfect early autumn day, or the Indian Ocean earthquake with its subsequent tsunami that killed over ten times that, or what it was, but I did know this: I had to do something.

			So when the letter came in, noting that I was a highly decorated EMT, and asking me to consider joining a global medical and rescue response team, I jumped at the opportunity—literally. And the next thing I knew, I was asking for and being granted time off from the city so I could train with an elite crew—all of whom had been recruited at the same time I’d been. 

			Together, we all learned how to jump out of a (hopefully) perfectly good plane, proper aircraft-exiting procedures, the ins-and-outs of parachute maneuvering, and crazy things that would keep us intact, such as parachute-landing rolls, let-down procedures, and tree climbing. After fifteen training jumps, I successfully completed the program and was made available for fire as well as other rescue assignments.

			This meant that when disaster struck anywhere—and I do mean anywhere—I got a phone call on a dedicated line that they provided me with, and if I was available, they’d send transport of whatever kind so I could hightail it to wherever I was needed. It could be anything: earthquakes in Central America, tsunamis in Asia, massive wildfires in the domestic United States and Canada.

			So. Many. Wildfires.

			Aid, rescue, assistance in its various forms—these things were all of critical importance, and it was weird to realize that there was a tremendous financial impact, both as a result of the disaster and to help recover from it—and it cost quite a bit to get our units out to wherever they were desperately needed.

			And right now, loaded in a private jet with two other members of the team, less than four hours to arrive in California, I knew that the fact we were flying after midnight as part of a private charter meant that whatever we were responding to was huge, that they were desperate, and that many lives as well as infrastructure were at stake.

			That it was a fire, I already knew and, honestly, given the season, expected. California fell victim yearly to massive conflagrations, some created by nature, and others by the nature of stupidity. I’d not only done my first official on-duty jump out of a perfectly good airplane during a huge hell storm, but I’d also experienced firsthand the various roles, from jumping in and cutting fire line to walking the perimeter to warn evacuees.

			Actually, that was how Trish Spence and I had had our first visit with each other after she’d moved out West in the first place. Instead of a normal “hey, come on out and let’s hang for a few days” sort of visit, we’d instead both been assigned to walk an evacuation zone—and got caught in a fierce flashover. We’d had to jump into some rich lady’s pool and hope for the best—fun times!

			I sighed. Nothing like almost getting the baked potato death sentence to make a friendship solid, I thought and smiled wryly even as I physically examined every bit of my rig that I could, once again during the flight.

			Checked and double-checked and even triple-checked, from the seams to the loads in various pockets, I pulled out my phone and texted Jean.

			 

			Bennie: Hey! I got called to a California fire; won’t be able to meet and catch up tomorrow. But no worries, I’ve got stuff with me and I’ll at least get some thumbnails sketched in. Send me next anyway so I can read when I get some free time.

			 

			I hit “send,” then stared at the screen a moment.

			I was tempted—seriously tempted—to text Trish, but . . . 

			I pocketed my phone.

			If she was home and sleeping, she’d need the rest; if she was already at the fire—and I was ready to lay very high odds that she was—then it wouldn’t matter. And the fact was, given that they were calling my group in, hers was most likely either already there or on its way.

			I let out a controlled breath as I tucked my phone back into a safe pocket. With my gear all checked and accounted for, there was nothing left but to cram in as much sleep as I could before we landed. From there, we’d be jolted along in whatever truck they’d supply us with until we arrived at whichever established camp where we’d get as much news as possible, a rundown of the expected procedure—and then we’d get into a perfectly good plane and jump out of it.

			I do really wish I’d had that coffee, I thought to myself with faint regret. I could still smell it, and the one good taste I’d had of it clung warm and brown and rich, with its milky smoothness, to my teeth, and the sweet of it right at the edge of my tongue . . .  Well, at least I can sketch it, I reminded myself as I pulled the pad out from my inside jacket pocket, then reached for the pencils in my bag.

			 

			 

			 

			Every call, every event is different. Every call, every event is the same. It doesn’t matter how you got there—sooner or later it is always a racing, hopping jolt across terrain that slams you in every direction. Then there’s a quick introduction to folks you don’t know but whose lives will be in your hands and yours in theirs, with even quicker hellos accompanying grim and hearty hugs and handshakes to the folks you’ve already met, people you’ve already depended on to get the job done, who’ve depended on you, who made it out alive with you. You look at each other with the same look in everyone’s eyes, the shine of those who have proven to each other and to the elemental gods that even though it rains fire—and it does—you will be there for each other until the end. 

			After, you get instructions and the weather readings, headings on wind and fire direction, and you get assigned to your stick: the pairs or even trios that will jump together and in which order. 

			Next thing you know, you’re in a small plane that only luck and God keep up in the air, like a bumblebee falling up against gravity and fighting the laws of physics, while engines run so loud they drown out every last damn thing except for the pulse in your head that tells you—with every second that you fly, with every glimpse out the window at the sun you hope doesn’t set too soon—you’re the last group to go out for the night (because cover after dark just isn’t going to happen), and with every last thing you can think of checked, then checked again, and you know, you know, you know . . . 

			There’s a monster roaring just outside the plane, the little airborne island of semi-safety, a monster you, and George the dragon-killer, and all the other saints your grandmother has called upon are gonna have to slay because, if you don’t, if you and your crew and all the saints fall from the sky and fail, fail to save, fail to stop, fail to survive . . . 

			People will die.

			And that’s all on you.

			 

			 

			 

			I was frosty, as in myself and my head personally clear and cold, while we circled to the jump spot. Notes had already been passed back and forth to all of us, alerting us to conditions on the ground and when to expect the next round of air support.

			There were things I knew without having to be told. The fact that we’d been called in—and the time we were dropping—meant they were having a bitch of a time getting this dragon contained, never mind getting it to lay its head down, and that several thousand acres of land had already burned, with more being devoured by the second.

			I also knew, based on the urgency of our deployment, that whatever lay below us contained something like a research facility, a government installation, or bordered some human encroachment, if it wasn’t some combination of all of those.

			As we flew to our jump zone, we got more notes, as more specific information was fed to the flight crew: we learned how many personnel were already on the ground, what and where lines to try to contain the beast had been cut and where new ones were being dug. And we learned, very precisely, that ten thousand acres had already been eaten.

			This dragon—she was angry.

			She was hungry.

			And . . . there were people down there.

			People who had homes. Lives. Families.

			Oh God—I shook my head at the news. I really hoped to not repeat the last experience I’d had with homesteaders who refused to leave, not believing how truly dangerous a fire was . . . 

			“Oh fucking Christ—look at that fucking house!” Romes, a guy I’d jumped with before, yelled over the roar of the engines as he stared out as best he could from the window ahead of us.

			“Look at that fucking head!” I redirected instead, even as I did glance where he’d directed, and a charred black spot that had once been a human dwelling flew out of our sight. 

			Romes turned his head to gaze where I pointed. It felt like I could feel him swallow his heart as we stared, then stared more, because the column was visible even this far out. All eight of us jumpers watched it rage in the tree canopy, over a hundred feet in the air. Deeper reds burst from the heart of it as we swung around to the designated jump coordinates. Smoke rose another ten thousand feet or so.

			We had arrived.

			A crew member opened the door. Instantly, the volume of everything increased by a thousand. I slammed on my helmet and slid my visor down. I was first man, first stick, first to jump. I tapped Romes on the shoulder, our signal to double-check each other’s setups yet again. Everything was present and functional, so we gave each other a thumbs-up.

			I grabbed the first set of streamers—a vividly colored roll of crepe paper, attached to a thin gauge of wire—and passed them to the spotter. We flew over the fire, and she tossed the first, then the next, out the door, towards what we hoped might be our landing area. Everyone crowded around as best they could, and we watched the red streaks of flexible paper unwind, each of us aware that we needed to know how they unwound, how they blew and fell, because whatever happened to them would soon happen to us in our chutes.

			I observed the way the streamers drifted along the canopy and towards the fire.

			The flutter showed there was a little draft—in this case, it was a small current of air with an upward vertical motion, but it was avoidable, so otherwise, so far, so good.

			“Are you ready?” the jump supervisor yelled.

			“Yeah!” I nodded and gave him a thumbs-up.

			“Get in the door!”

			I did one last four-point check before I got into position by the door. I stared out into the fire, visually marking the point I wanted to hit, about a thousand feet away from it.

			“Watch for the draft!” the supervisor yelled as we banked into position.

			Once again, I nodded.

			“Get ready!”

			I inhaled.

			He slapped my shoulder.

			I exhaled as I stepped out into air.

			Jump thousand.

			I flew under the belly of the plane I’d just drawn a breath in.

			Inhale.

			Look thousand.

			I breathed steady out.

			Reach thousand.

			I inhaled again.

			Wait thousand.

			Inhale done.

			Check my jump partner.

			These were all the things that had to be remembered and performed one thousand percent correctly. Every. Single. Time.

			I watched Romes jump, coming out good and clear. The others dropped out behind him at their announced times.

			Exhale.

			Pull thousand.

			For a few already rapid heartbeats it felt as if I’d accelerated. 

			I inhaled into the sharp jerk of my canopy opening.

			Check my canopy.

			As soon as I had full canopy, I performed the post-open check.

			Check my jump spot.

			I grabbed my steering toggles, staring all the while at what must have been at least a half-mile-wide fire, its hungry flames whipping every which way they could while the smoke cast a shadow far out over everything, extending into the approaching night.

			Only two thousand feet away.

			And the roar of it . . . 

			A dirt road crossed the jump spot, and along it were the remaining houses Romes and I had spotted from the plane.

			Two had approaching flames, two were seemingly safe, at least for the moment, and another two had burned to ash.

			I was careful as I landed, as careful as I could be, fighting to be certain my speed and my angle were right. It was a known fact that every little thing could go right on a jump, but a landing could always go wrong—and the majority of injuries tended to come from bad landings.

			I focused, kept my face into the wind, legs together and knees bent, elbows tucked in close, and then rotated my body to spread impact along the legs, thighs, butt—even the side of my back.

			Impacts never get softer.

			As I caught my breath during the seconds after I hit the ground and stopped moving, I found myself wishing my hands still held that cup of coffee Linda had made for me, the rich aroma a gorgeous tickle in my brain, but that quickly dissolved into the scent of the smoke and the burning trees as I gathered myself, then began checking for the other jumpers.

			As lead jump, I had to ensure everyone had hit the ground in safe and functional condition before the plane flew away, taking its medical kit and communication with the outside world with it.

			Once I’d seen everyone had safely landed, the huge cube containers—cubitainers—with our supplies were dropped nearby. Once we were all safely gathered, and our supplies were easily accessible, I knew it was okay to wave the plane off, so I did, then pulled the radio from my suit.  

			I hit the key to connect to the team already on the ground.

			As I’d suspected it would be, it was led by none other than my friend, Trish—short for Patricia—Spence.

			“Spence—go!”

			“Heya, Spence—we’re live!” I greeted.

			“Hey hey, Grego—grab all the grub you can and hump it on over! We gotta get this mother to lie down before heat of day hits tomorrow, or we’ll never get ahead of it!”

			“Yeah, Spence, we can do that,” I said, and couldn’t help smiling as I did because not only had I been right—Trish was the fire boss—but hey, if we couldn’t hang out together in our free time, at least here out in a fire, we knew we could depend on each other. Saving lives had to count for quality time, right?

			“We got at least one, maybe two tankers coming in—our best chance at trying to hold this down overnight.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			A tanker, maybe two. I absorbed that. It gave me a grim sort of hope, to know that we were set to have at least one small fixed-wing plane fly over to drop a load of fire-retardant cover before full night set—it would help. A lot.

			 “What are we looking for?”

			“Head southwest,” she directed. “You’ll see the red flag marker. Come over the ridge.”

			“Yeah, got that.”

			“Don’t be late for dinner!”

			I laughed grimly in the heat and smoke. “Wouldn’t dream of it!”

			 

			 

			 

			Hours become days become one long slog after another. Being an EMT as well as a smoke jumper meant I had gotten very used to spending life in swinging from one to the other of two modes: painfully endless hours of unrelenting boredom punctuated by eternal moments of unrelenting terror.

			And sometimes, there were moments like this.

			“Jesus H. Christ on a crutch—are you fucking kidding me?”

			After humping it for just over a mile over the ridge and joining our manpower to Spence’s crew, we’d spent a muscle-crunching eternity revving chainsaws, slinging the ever-famous Pulaskis (yes, the combination axe and adze created by the assistant ranger who saved forty-five firefighters during a disastrous wildfire in Idaho), and at times even using our gloved hands and booted feet to cut and clear a control line. We were busting ourselves to create a burnout: a fire set to burn between two control lines to deprive the main flame of fuel—we wanted to starve this burning motherfucker to death. This was a usual and generally successful tactic. But damn, this one, this fire—this one was burning hot, just way too fuckin’ hot for that to be effective, and there was strong concern that soon it might begin to outrace us instead.

			What we were doing had gone from a tactic to a desperate Hail Mary stopgap measure.

			We absolutely were going to need that tanker flyover with a full load of flame retardant to keep this fire even barely on a semi-directed path.

			So of course, as happens on occasions, the old tanker that had been scheduled to shoot out by us had been redirected instead. The facts as they were fed to us over the radio were grim: there were several areas burning even hotter, and higher, than we were. Any edge that could be used to get this beast to at least back down, if not under complete control, was going to be used.

			“What now, boss?” asked Behringer, a just-shy-of-six-foot rookie who had been flown out from Alaska along with a few others happy to “sightsee in the lower forty-eight.”

			Spence shook her head in a slow side-to-side as the rest of the crew slowly gathered around. Some of them had already been there for two days and going on a third; me with Romes, Behringer, and three others, well, we were the relief crew.

			While Spence radioed one of the other teams out there to triangulate what we’d do next, I rooted through my pants pockets for one of the energy bars I knew I’d stored there before I’d even left New York for the pre-jump.

			“Well,” I said as I snagged the edges of the wrapper in my pocket, then pulled it out. I tore the corner open. “We’re gonna eat something,” I said, breaking my bar in half, then half again. I handed the pieces out while Romes dug through his own pockets to see what he had.

			Even though normally—if something could be normal about any of this—we jumpers would land with a three-day food supply, the fact was that some of the crew had already been there for two and were just about to hit their third.

			Of course, there was us with our own fresh supplies, but our jump spot, the spot where the crew we were relieving was supposed to also get picked up from, now had a wall of flame sweeping around it—which completely wiped out access to the helispot (the pickup point) the earlier crew had created. No one was stupid enough to go running back into a wall of hell for cans of beans, either.

			Besides, if things had gotten so complex that aircraft with necessary flame retardant was being redirected, then I was pretty damn certain the pickup that had been promised for the first crew—which was supposed to arrive in three hours—would be delayed, too.

			No matter what, though, we had to either find or create a new helispot.

			“Let’s make us some coffee!” Romes said brightly, turning around with some freeze-dried packs in one hand and his canteen in the other.

			I groaned inwardly, remembering how I had missed out on some of the best stuff when I’d left home God knew how many hours ago.

			“Bears, man, bears!” Crespin, a wiry five-foot-three jumper who’d also come in with my crew, reminded us all as he hopped agitatedly from foot to foot.

			Romes stopped in his tracks, then scowled at Crespin from under thick black eyebrows. The rest of us stared, too.

			“Bears?” Romes sputtered, incredulous. “Fuck, man—do you see where we are?” He spread his arms wide, craning his body around to take it all in. “We’re on the edge of a fucking fire, man—they’ve already run the fuck outta here!”

			“This is fuckin’ San Bernardino—they got bears here!” Crespin insisted, head bobbing up and down while he waved an arm wide to indicate—everywhere. “Who the fuck’s got a gun for the fucking bears?”

			“Taylor’s group is about three miles that-a-way,” Spence said, and pointed south and west. “They’ve got a good jump spot cleared there and some cubitainers with water—Crayson says they’ve left us some food.” She snorted.

			“Apple cores?” I guessed cynically with a grim laugh. 

			I knew Crayson, having met him on other occasions, and knew we’d be lucky if he’d left us even a spot to scrape out and lick from a can of pork and beans.

			“Come on, lardos—let’s go!” Romes encouraged.

			“Hey—is my butt too big for my pack?” Behringer asked with a falsetto and a flutter of his hand, batting his eyelashes at Romes from a face covered with sweat and dirt.

			Romes growled as he adjusted his pack over his shoulder.

			“Who the hell gets fat doing this?” Crespin asked everyone.

			No one answered as we double-checked ourselves and each other, ensuring we had our equipment, our packs, and our crew.

			After a semi-silent agreement that all was present and accounted for, we set off on a small dirt trail, following behind Spence.

			“Lard—there’s no fucking lard anything around here!” Crespin continued as we hiked. “Not unless it’s burning in the fucking fire!”

			I rolled my eyes and kept walking. Too much was going on, and too much was needed to do for me to engage him, to burn my energy out like that. Crespin did have a point, though: absolutely no one gained weight doing this job.

			No one really got old doing it, either. Aged rapidly though, maybe, I reflected . . . I sunk myself into the rhythm of the hike.

			Every now and again we’d come across spot fires that we put out as we found them, and we’d make note of any smoking areas, too. 

			We were about another half an hour into our hike when we heard it: the unmistakable heavy bass-drum beat pounding the very air into our ears, the siren song of a loaded bomber flying overhead, the very welcome and even more needed tanker with the retardant.

			We stopped where we were, craning our heads up and around to see if we could catch a glimpse of where it was and where it was going.

			Crespin eyed the sky nervously. “Great. We either get that shit on our heads, or we’re gonna get eaten by fucking bears!”

			From the sound of the flight path, Crespin was probably wrong about the bears—but right about where that load was going to land, and that was not going to be pretty. Or safe. Or comfortable. But Spence was already on the radio, trying to get the tanker shifted away from us as well as closer to where it was even more needed.

			“Direct them north—fuckin’ north!” she yelled into the communication piece. “That’s gonna come right down on us!”

			“Hey, Goldilocks—catch!” Behringer called out as he tossed a packet to Crespin. We all laughed at the nickname—and Crespin was from this moment forward Goldilocks forevermore.

			He caught the package in reflex, and the strength of his grip burst the packaging, splashing goo all over his fire shirt.

			“Oh my God, you’re a dick, you’re such a fucking dick!” Goldilocks howled while Romes, the rest of the crew, and I looked on and laughed—Behringer had tossed him a honey pack that he’d carried in a pocket, and now Goldilocks was covered.

			“If those bears eat you first, maybe you’ll shut up!” Behringer said laconically.

			The rumble of the flying bombers above us came back.

			“Grab cover!” Trish ordered over the laughter and the rising roar of the bomber as it approached.

			We were lucky enough that there was still plenty of old growth pine for us to cower behind, and I peeked as best I could from behind sheltering needles to look towards the clearing from where we’d come. We’d gotten to cover just in time—a cloud of red dust dropped from the belly of the bomber, right over where we’d just been moments before.

			We’d gotten lucky: we were far enough away to see it, but not physically experience it. Everyone took a long moment to watch as the plane flew away.

			“Missed us—by that much!” Romes said, breaking the silence and holding his hand up with an inch between his thumb and index finger.

			We couldn’t help it—we all cracked up.

			 

			 

			 

			“What do you think normal people are doing right now?” one of the guys asked as we sat around a fire (ironic, I know), resting for the first time in hours.

			I glanced up from my little pad of paper to look again directly at what I’d been sketching—a couple of tents that had been set up, a few of my fellow jumpers sitting on the ground—everyone just letting it all drain off a bit, the stress, and the strain, and
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