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      The regional command tent smelled like scorched pine and burnt coffee, layered with the acrid tang of diesel fuel and damp canvas. Erin stepped through the heavy flap, shoulders tight from three hours spent in a rattling transport van that had taken every switchback and pothole between the city and the fire line, and took in the chaos spread before her. Radio static crackled from multiple stations positioned along the perimeter, operators calling out grid coordinates and resource requests in clipped, urgent voices. Maps, topographic, tactical, weather projection, lay unfurled across folding tables that had seen better days, their surfaces marked with grease pencil annotations and coffee rings. Mud had been tracked everywhere, boot prints crisscrossing the canvas floor in a pattern of controlled disorder. Personnel moved with purpose between stations, but no one glanced up to acknowledge her arrival.

      She scanned the space methodically, cataloguing exits, communication hubs, the flow of information and bodies. Structure existed here, buried beneath the surface urgency, but it was looser than anything she was used to, built on instinct and improvisation rather than protocols.

      Erin found the operations chief near the back wall, a broad-shouldered woman with ash streaked across her jawline and exhaustion etched into the lines around her mouth. She was arguing with someone over a headset, one hand pressed to her ear to block out the ambient noise.

      When the chief finally looked up, her gaze was direct and assessing. "Hale?"

      "That's me," Erin confirmed.

      "Good. You're with Mercer." The chief gestured toward the far table without ceremony, already turning her attention back to the radio. "He needs someone coordinating supply routes and resource allocation before this whole operation runs dry. You've got urban logistics experience, figure it out."

      Erin tracked the gesture across the tent. The man hunched over the topographic map at the designated table didn't acknowledge her arrival. Broad frame, shoulders that spoke of years carrying heavy gear up steep terrain. His wildfire gear was faded and worn, the kind that looked like it had survived a dozen brutal seasons, sleeves pushed up over forearms corded with lean muscle and marked by old burn scars, some faded to silver, others still pink and raised. He traced a line along the ridge with blunt, scarred fingers, eyes narrowed in concentration as he studied the contour lines and elevation markers.

      Erin crossed the tent, weaving between personnel and equipment crates. She stopped at the edge of his table, close enough to read the annotations he'd marked in red. "Nate Mercer?"

      "That's me." He didn't look up, didn't pause in his study of the terrain.

      "Erin Hale. I'm seconded from Metro Station Seven. They said you need coordination support."

      Now he lifted his head. Steel-blue eyes swept over her, quick, assessing, taking in her city-issue gear and the absence of soot or ash, before returning to the map with deliberate disinterest. "What I need is another experienced crew on the eastern flank. You got one of those in your pocket?"

      Erin kept her expression neutral, though irritation flickered beneath her composure. "I have logistics training and incident command certification."

      "Great." The word came out flat. Dismissive. "How much wildfire experience?"

      "Structural fires, large-scale emergency planning, multi-agency coordination...”

      "So none."

      Heat crawled up her neck, prickling beneath the high collar of her base layer. Erin planted her hands on the table edge, leaning in enough to make him notice. "I've coordinated multi-agency responses involving hundreds of personnel across complex urban environments. I can manage supply lines and resource flow better than anyone here fumbling through radio chatter and hoping the wind doesn't shift."

      Mercer straightened slowly, unfolding his arms from where they'd been crossed over his chest. He was taller than she'd estimated, broad enough to block the light from the overhead work lamp. Close enough now that she caught the scent of smoke deeply embedded in his shirt, saw the fine lines at the corners of his eyes from years of squinting through heat shimmer and ash, the weathered tan of someone who spent most of his life outdoors.

      His voice dropped, quieter but no less firm. "This isn't a building fire you can plan around with blueprints and pre-positioned resources. Wind shifts every hour. Terrain changes what works and what gets people killed. Everything moves."

      "Which is exactly why you need someone tracking what you can control instead of winging it in the field and hoping instinct covers the gaps."

      His jaw tightened, a muscle jumping beneath the stubble. For three long seconds they held the stare, his steady and unyielding, hers sharp with challenge and the quiet insistence that she wasn't going anywhere.

      Then the corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. Something closer to grudging acknowledgment.

      "Fine. Keep up."
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