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## A NOTE ON THIS BOOK

*The Long Fire* is a work of fiction. The region, the towns, the characters, and the specific fire described here are invented. The conditions are not.

The fire behavior in this novel - ember cast ignitions, fire tornadoes, rates of spread in critically dry chaparral, the physics of downslope wind events - is drawn from documented wildfire science and from the accounts of people who have managed large fires in the western United States. The resource constraints, the political pressures on evacuation timing, the inadequacy of mutual aid pools during simultaneous regional fire events: these are not invented. They are the environment in which real fire chiefs, real sheriffs, and real incident commanders make real decisions with real consequences every fire season.

No individual here is drawn from a real person. 
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# ACT I - IGNITION
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# Chapter 1 - "Initial Attack"

**POV: Dana Morales | Day 1, Morning**
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Dana Morales arrived at the station at 5:47 in the morning, and the air outside her truck was already eighty-one degrees.

She sat for a moment with the engine idling and the AC running, which was itself a kind of information. It was June 3rd. The AC shouldn't matter at 5:47 in the morning. She noted it the way she noted most things - without drama, just filing it alongside the other data: the forecast high of one-oh-seven, the relative humidity that had been dropping toward single digits every afternoon for six consecutive days, the heat dome that had settled over the region like a lid on a pot and showed no sign of lifting. She'd been watching it on the models since before it materialized, when it was just a signal two weeks out, a ridge of high pressure building in the Pacific pattern that her meteorologist contact had flagged in an email with the subject line *heads up - nothing confirmed yet* and a paragraph of careful, qualified language that she'd learned to translate: he was worried.

She'd paid attention. She'd moved two engines from the eastern district to the Highway 9 corridor on Monday. She'd filed pre-positioning requests with the state for additional air tanker coverage and gotten a letter acknowledging receipt and telling her nothing else. She'd called her district captains one by one and told them no vacation requests for the next two weeks, no cross-training off-site, everyone available. She'd called Ballard at emergency management and told him the same thing she always told him when she saw something coming: *I'm watching something. I'll let you know when it develops.* Ballard had said thank you and asked her to keep him in the loop.

What she hadn't been able to do was hire the two positions that had been vacant since March. The budget request was in its third cycle. The positions were there on paper; the money wasn't there in practice. She also hadn't been able to fix the radio repeater on the north ridge, which had been down since April, which was waiting on a replacement part, which was on backorder from a supplier in Nevada who had so far not responded to her last three emails with any specificity about when the part might ship.

She got out of the truck. The heat hit her immediately, even in the pre-dawn, even with the air not fully awake yet. It was the dry kind of heat that took moisture out of surfaces and left them brittle - wood, soil, the dead brown grass along the station driveway that hadn't recovered from winter because there hadn't been enough winter to recover from.

The station was a converted agricultural building on the edge of Ridder, not the main EOC, which was fifteen minutes north on the highway, but the district station she'd been running for eleven years. She liked it here better than the EOC, which was newer and cleaner and smelled like climate control. The district station smelled like diesel and fire retardant and the particular dust that accumulated in old buildings even when you swept them daily, which her people did. She had an office in the back with a window that faced the equipment bay, which let her see at a glance what was in and what was out and who was moving with purpose and who was just moving. This morning, both bays were full. All trucks in. The overnight crew just finishing their last checks.

She made coffee. She read the overnight incident reports.

Two fires in the region: the Sutton wilderness complex, 2,200 acres, twelve percent containment, holding overnight. And the Canfield incident, a smaller fire above the drainage east of Ridder, four hundred and twenty acres as of last night's report, also holding in the overnight calm. The containment on Canfield was listed at eight percent, which was less about the fire being controlled and more about a creek drainage and a rocky ridgeline giving the crews a natural anchor. Both fires had slowed overnight in the drop in temperature and wind. The morning would change that. The afternoon would change it more.

At six fifteen she called the state fire coordination center.

Halvorsen answered on the second ring. He had thirty years in and a voice like a man who'd learned to take things seriously without letting them panic him, which Dana found useful to be around even over a phone line. They ran through the resource board: tanker positions, hand crew assignments, what was committed and what remained in reserve.

The reserve picture was thin.

"We've also got two new starts coming in from last night," Halvorsen told her. "Lightning, both in the Canfield drainage, south of your existing incident. Hundred acres combined as of first light, both in steep terrain."

Dana wrote it down. "Initial attack?"

"Routing a South Valley crew. But I want to be honest with you - Sutton is still consuming resources and this weather isn't giving us breathing room. If those new starts merge with the existing Canfield fire-"

"I know," Dana said.

"I'm just saying it could complicate the picture."

"I understand. What about mutual aid if I need it?"

"I can put you on the list," Halvorsen said. "Three other requests already queued ahead of yours. Honest answer: don't count on anything under forty-eight hours."

Forty-eight hours was the wrong number. Dana thanked him and ended the call and wrote the call in her log.

Her first crew came in at six thirty. Soto's engine company - six people, Engine 12, a truck Dana had transferred up from the southern station in May specifically because she wanted Soto accessible when things got complicated. Maria Soto had been in fire for fifteen years and had a quality Dana valued above most others: she told you what she actually saw. Not what she wished she saw, not what would make the situation simpler. What she saw.

They talked while the crew ran their morning checks. Dana briefed her on the new Canfield ignitions, the fuel conditions, the weather forecast.

"After noon I want your people in a known safe zone," Dana said. "Or on pavement. Not on a line in steep terrain when the wind picks up."

Soto looked at her for a moment. She had a way of doing this - looking at you long enough to make sure she'd actually heard what you said, not just registered it. "You think it's going to get away from us."

"I think the conditions are right for it to get away from us. Whether it does depends on a wind shift that may or may not happen in the next eighteen to thirty-six hours."

"Understood." Soto went back to her crew.

By seven thirty Dana had three engine companies dispatched toward Canfield and one held in reserve at the station. She'd called the air coordination desk twice and been told twice that tanker assets were committed. She'd called Ballard and given him a morning briefing, careful and specific, no catastrophizing but no softening either: new ignitions, strained resources, weather variable, possible need for pre-evacuation advisories within the next twenty-four hours.

"Let's see where we are at two o'clock," Ballard said.

Dana agreed and ended the call and wrote it down.

She sent one of her admin staff - a young man named Feher who had more energy than experience but ran hard when she pointed him somewhere - to physically drive to the state coordination center to push the mutual aid request in person, to put a body in the room. Sometimes the system responded to presence in a way it didn't respond to phone calls. She had no particular evidence this was true but she had no particular evidence it wasn't, and at this stage she wasn't in a position to leave options unused.

Then she sat in her office with the window that faced the equipment bay and read the weather data again.

The heat dome: stable, entrenched, no modeled departure for at least ninety-six hours. The wind shift: forty percent probability, timing anywhere from overnight tonight to mid-afternoon tomorrow, the models showing a range of outcomes as wide as a range of outcomes could be and still technically be useful. Below the bench east of Ridder, in the Canfield drainage, the new ignitions were growing in fuel that the Canfield fire behavior analyst had tagged in a note two weeks ago as critically dry - fifteen, twenty years of accumulation, some of it old-growth chaparral that hadn't burned since before Dana had taken this job.

She looked at the topography. She looked at the fire positions. She looked at the towns along the bench above the drainage - Ridder proper, the community of Cold Creek four miles east, the scattered parcels along Miller Road that people had been building on for thirty years with no particular awareness of what the terrain around them could do in a bad fire year.

She thought about what she knew and what she was telling herself.

She was telling herself that Soto would hold the line until the wind shifted and then her people would pull back to safe zones as ordered. She was telling herself that the mutual aid would materialize in time if the fire grew. She was telling herself that Ballard would listen when the time came to make hard decisions about evacuation.

She was not fully certain of any of these things.

What she knew: the fuel was ready. The weather was ready. The only variable was whether the ignition source would find the right conditions in the right place at the right moment.

What she'd learned in twenty-three years was that the right conditions tended to find the right place with a regularity that felt, in retrospect, inevitable even when it hadn't felt inevitable at the time.

She picked up the phone and called Halvorsen again.

"I want to formally escalate my mutual aid request," she said. "Flag it as priority. If anything frees up in the next twelve hours I need it to come my direction."

"Dana-"

"I know the list. I'm asking you to flag it."

A pause. Paper sounds. "I'll flag it," Halvorsen said. "You want me to be honest with you?"

"Always."

"Everyone in the state is watching the same forecast. Everyone is calling me with the same request. The mutual aid pool is not expanding because the forecast is bad in eight districts simultaneously."

"I know," Dana said. "I'm asking anyway."

"Noted," he said.

She ended the call. She wrote it in her log: time, what she'd asked, what he'd said, the specific phrase *mutual aid pool not expanding.*

She was a person who wrote things down not because her memory was faulty but because writing things down was part of the discipline of seeing clearly. If you could articulate a situation precisely in writing, you understood it. If you found yourself using vague language - *could develop, might escalate, there's a chance* - it usually meant you were hedging against something you'd already understood and didn't want to face yet. Dana had spent twenty-three years learning to face things when she first understood them rather than when she could no longer avoid doing so. The log was how she held herself to it.

At eight fourteen the radio traffic from Soto's crew changed in a way Dana recognized before she'd consciously analyzed it: the spacing between transmissions shortened, the voices tightened, the language became more specific.

The smaller of the two new Canfield ignitions had slopped over the dozer line on its east flank. It was running upslope in manzanita that hadn't burned in over two decades. Soto's engine company was withdrawing to the secondary position. No injuries. Everyone accounted for.

Dana pulled the aerial map and marked the updated fire position. She did the geometry of slope and fuel and wind and came up with a picture she wrote in her log in one line: *Escalation likely before end of shift if conditions hold. Probable escalation if wind shift arrives early.*

She called Ballard at eight thirty.

"I want to move the conversation about pre-evacuation advisories forward," she told him. "I'd like to have them ready to issue for the bench communities - Ridder, Cold Creek, Miller Road corridor - by noon. Not issued. Ready."

"Ready," Ballard repeated.

"Prepared language, notification lists, the infrastructure to send it quickly. So that if we need to pull the trigger this afternoon we're not building it from scratch."

"You think it's going to come to that today?"

Dana considered the question. She thought about the manzanita and the fuel moisture and the wind shift that was forty percent likely to happen in the next eighteen hours. She thought about Halvorsen telling her the mutual aid pool was not expanding. She thought about the radio traffic from Soto and the way the voices had tightened.

"I think it could come to that today," she said. "And I'd rather be ready for a thing that doesn't happen than not ready for one that does."

Ballard said he'd make some calls. Dana thanked him and hung up and wrote it down.

Outside, through her office window, beyond the equipment bay, the sky to the south had changed since she'd arrived. The thin smoke column she'd observed at 5:47 was now broader and less defined at the base, feeding more steadily, the top of it drifting east in the upper winds before dispersing into a brown haze that was taking on the particular color of a fire that had found its fuel.

She watched it for a moment.

She'd seen smoke columns like this before - had been watching them her whole adult life, had learned to read them the way a ship's captain reads weather on water. This one was telling her something she already knew. It was just telling her earlier than she'd hoped.

She turned back to her desk. She had six calls to make before the nine o'clock briefing, and the morning was still young, and the temperature outside was still climbing, and somewhere east of her in the drainage the manzanita was burning in air so dry it felt like the land had forgotten what rain was.

She picked up the phone and made the first call.
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# Chapter 2 - "Fuel Load"

**POV: Ben Calder | Day 1, Midday**
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The callout came at eleven forty-three in the morning while Ben was replacing a fence post on the south edge of his property, and the first thing he did was look at the sky.

He'd been looking at the sky all week. You couldn't help it. The smoke from the Canfield drainage was visible from his place - had been visible for three days, a smear against the blue to the south that changed character depending on the time of day, thin in the morning, heavier in the afternoon when the heat got into it and the terrain worked it. This morning it had looked different. He'd noticed it before he got the callout. The column was wider and more vertical, the kind that meant the fire had found better fuel and was feeding on it steadily. He'd gone back to his fence post but he'd kept looking up.

When the alert hit his phone - volunteer callout, Ridder District, report to staging on Highway 14 - he set the post driver down and walked to his truck. He didn't rush. Not because he wasn't taking it seriously, but because he'd been doing this long enough to know that the sprint to the staging area didn't help anyone. Getting there in one piece, with his gear, with his head clear - that helped.

He drove the fifteen minutes to the staging area on Highway 14 with the windows down even in the heat, because he wanted to smell the air. There was information in it. That sweet-acrid smell that wildfire put into everything downwind was denser than it had been yesterday, and it had a particular undertone he associated with chaparral burning, a heaviness that was different from grass fire or timber fire, something that sat lower to the ground. He'd been around enough fires in this drainage to have a sense of what was burning by the way it smelled.

What was burning was old. That was what the smell told him. Old and dry and ready.

The staging area was a gravel pullout next to a Forest Service access road that opened onto the lower bench. There were already eight vehicles when he arrived - three engine companies, a water tender, four personal trucks belonging to volunteers. He checked in with the staging coordinator, a young woman named Park who had the particular energy of someone managing more information than she'd expected. She gave him his assignment: Hand Crew 6, working the southern flank of the new Canfield ignitions, reporting to crew lead Garcia.

He found Garcia near one of the personal trucks, going over a topo map with three other volunteers. Garcia was a Forest Service employee who led volunteer crews in the off-season; Ben had worked under him twice before, and what he knew about Garcia was that the man was methodical and didn't take shortcuts on terrain, which was the main thing you wanted in a crew lead.

"Calder," Garcia said without looking up from the map. "You know this drainage?"

"Reasonably well. Been hunting up here since I was twenty."

"What's the fuel situation on the southern slope?"

Ben looked at the map. Garcia was pointing at the terrain south of the creek, the long slope that ran from the drainage bottom up to the bench where the older chaparral grew in stands that Ben had been watching accumulate for years. He picked his words carefully. "Dense. Old. There's a stand of manzanita up on the middle bench that I'd estimate hasn't burned in fifteen, twenty years. It's impenetrable on foot - you literally can't walk through it. Canopy's ten, twelve feet high in places."

"Slope?"

"Thirty percent average on the lower section. Steeper toward the top. Maybe forty on the last few hundred feet before the ridge."

Garcia nodded, wrote something on the map margin. "Okay. We're going to cut a line from the creek crossing up to the rocky spine on the east end. We're not going into that manzanita stand. We're working around the perimeter and letting the rocks anchor the east flank."

It was a sound plan. Ben didn't argue with it.

They drove the access road for two miles and then hiked in another half mile to where the line would start. The heat was immediate on the hike. No shade on the south-facing slope, the sun already high and hitting it direct. The soil was pale and powdery, the way it got when the moisture was completely gone, when even the root zones of living plants had given up holding water in any quantity. Ben had worked this terrain in normal years and in drought years and in very bad drought years, and he could see the difference between the living shrubs and the ones that looked alive but weren't - the ones that had died from the roots up without losing their leaves yet, fuel that looked green but held about as much moisture as paper.

He noted this. He didn't say anything yet. It wasn't information the crew lead didn't also have access to; it was just information Ben happened to be looking at more closely than usual.

They started cutting line at twelve thirty. Hand line work: pulaskis, shovels, one chainsaw on the bigger woody debris. The rhythm of it was familiar - swing and scrape, work the fuel back from the cut edge, keep the line to mineral soil. Ben was fit for a man his age, which was fifty-one, and he could do this work for hours without stopping, but the heat was adding a tax to everything. By one o'clock he'd gone through a full liter of water and was into his second.

They could see the fire on the slope above them while they worked. It was maybe a quarter mile upslope, moving slowly in the midday air, eating into the lower edge of the manzanita stand and throwing occasional embers that landed short of where they were working and smoldered briefly in the mineral soil before dying. Ben watched the embers carefully. The ones that died were the good news. The ones that landed in uncleared shrub and held their glow for more than a few seconds - those were the ones that made you stop and look.

At one fifteen he stopped and looked.

A spot had caught on a dry shrub thirty feet west of the main fire, on the far side of a small rock formation that the fire had apparently thrown an ember over. It was small - barely a flame, just a bright crawl of orange at the base of the shrub - but it was across the natural break they'd been counting on to slow the western spread.

He called it out. Garcia saw it. They spent twenty minutes working the spot, which was when the main fire made progress upslope that Garcia didn't like, and the crew pulled back forty feet to a secondary position on a rockier section of the slope. Nobody panicked. The move was orderly. But it was a move, and Ben logged it mentally: the fire was willing to reach across the terrain features they were using as natural anchors.

"Wind's been light all morning," Garcia said when they'd re-established position. He wasn't saying it to be reassuring. He was noting it as a variable that would change.

"Yeah," Ben said.

"Forecast says it holds until early afternoon."

"What time do you have?"

Garcia checked. "One thirty-two."

Neither of them said anything for a moment.

Ben looked up at the manzanita stand. This was what nobody who didn't work in fire fully understood about old chaparral: it was not just fuel-heavy, it was architecturally designed to burn. The older stands grew in a specific way, the branches interlacing above a hollow space at ground level, a physical structure that channeled air and created its own draft when it caught. You could get a fire running through old manzanita at a rate that seemed impossible for something rooted in the ground - twenty, thirty feet per minute in no wind at all, faster when the terrain was working with it, faster still when a wind shift was adding pressure from behind. Ben had heard people compare it to gasoline. He didn't think gasoline was the right comparison. Gasoline burned when you lit it. Manzanita burned when conditions permitted, and conditions right now were very close to permitting.

He'd tried to explain this to people over the years. His daughter, who lived in Sacramento and thought the house he'd built here was beautiful but visited less often since her first child was born. His neighbor Tina, who'd moved up from the valley five years ago and had planted a privacy hedge of manzanita along her back fence because she liked the look of it, and who had nodded along when Ben explained the issue without, he suspected, genuinely internalizing it. The problem with fuel load was that it looked like landscape. It looked like the hills were just the hills, doing what hills did, growing things the way hills grew things. The danger in it was invisible until it wasn't.

His crew cut another two hundred meters of line before Garcia called a rest at two fifteen. They sat on the rocks in whatever shade existed, which was not much. The fire above them was audible now in a way it hadn't been at noon - a low-register sound, more felt than heard, like a distant engine running. The smoke column had thickened since morning. Ben could see it clearly from the slope: it was no longer leaning but vertical, which in his experience meant the fire was burning in a consistent column rather than being pushed by wind. Vertical was sometimes better than leaning. But vertical and this large, in this heat, with this fuel density - vertical meant the fire was making its own atmosphere now, a small local weather system of heat and rising air that could do unpredictable things when external wind arrived to interact with it.

He ate a protein bar and drank water and looked at the smoke column.

The other crew member sitting near him was a man named Delacroix, younger than Ben by about twenty years, a wildland firefighter trainee on his second real deployment. Delacroix was quiet, which Ben respected. A lot of people got loud on fire because the noise gave them something to do with the adrenaline. Delacroix watched.

"What do you think?" Delacroix said.

Ben considered the question. He thought about what he actually thought versus what would be useful to say. "I think the line we're cutting is the right line," he said. "I think the fire's going to test it this afternoon."

"Garcia seems confident."

"Garcia's good," Ben said. "He knows the fire's going to test the line. He's already thinking about what we do when it does."

This was true. What Ben didn't say, and didn't need to say to Garcia because Garcia already knew it, was that if the wind shifted before they finished cutting to the rocky spine, the anchor they were counting on wouldn't exist yet, and the fire would have a clear path into the uncut fuel on the southern flank. He didn't say this to Delacroix because it wasn't useful information for Delacroix right now. What was useful for Delacroix right now was to keep cutting line and watch his footing and drink his water.

They went back to work at two thirty.

By four o'clock they'd cut the line to within a hundred meters of the rocky spine. The wind had picked up - not the forecast shift, just the afternoon thermal, the daily heating cycle pushing air upslope in a way that had been predictable every day this week. The fire on the slope above them was more active than it had been at noon, the burning front wider and more erratic, throwing embers further and in less predictable directions.

At four twelve Garcia got a radio call from the district coordinator.

Ben watched Garcia's face while he listened. He'd learned to read crew leads by their faces on the radio, the way the information settled in them before it reached their voice. Garcia's face settled into something careful and composed, which meant the information wasn't good.

"Copy that," Garcia said. "We'll hold current position and assess." He looked up. "Engine company on the east flank is reporting a spot fire across their dozer line. Two hundred meters northeast of our position."

Ben looked northeast. The terrain there dipped into a small swale before rising again toward the bench. The swale was full of shrubs he hadn't been able to see earlier in the day. It was also, he now realized, full of fuel he hadn't been counting in his mental picture of the fire's constraints.

"Accessible?" he asked Garcia.

"The engine company is working it. We're holding." Garcia was already on the radio again, talking to the district coordinator, giving positions, requesting guidance.

Ben stood and looked at the swale and the smoke beginning to rise from it - thin yet, just wisps, the spot fire still small. He looked at the distance between the spot fire and the uncut section of their line. He looked at the manzanita stand above and upslope of both, unburned, dense, old, fifteen or twenty years of dead material accumulated in its base like insulation built to ignite.

He looked at the sky. The upper smoke plume from the main column was beginning to lean slightly. Not much. Just slightly. A change in the upper wind pattern, something shifting in the pressure above them that he could see in the way the smoke bent before dispersing.

It was four twenty-two in the afternoon. The forecast shift hadn't arrived yet.

But something was beginning to move.

Ben looked at the terrain and the fuel and the spot fire in the swale and the leaning smoke and the manzanita above. He ran the geometry of it in his head - the distances, the slope, the burn rate in old chaparral, the behavior of fire in a terrain-channeled wind event.

He said nothing. Garcia had the same information. Garcia was already managing it.

What Ben thought, privately, was that they were going to need the full line to the rocky spine finished before the wind arrived in force, and they had perhaps an hour to finish it, maybe less, and they were a hundred meters short.

He picked up his pulaski and went back to cutting.

—-
[image: ]


# Chapter 3 - "Wait and See"

**POV: Tara Nguyen | Day 1, Afternoon**
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Tara was making lunch when she first counted the smoke columns.

She was standing at the kitchen window with a knife in her hand, having just finished slicing an apple into quarters for Mia, and there were two of them. She was sure there had been one yesterday - had noticed it in the way you noticed landscape features you didn't expect to move, an addition to the view, a mark on the sky - but now there were two, the second one shorter and thicker and further to the west, the first one taller with the top drifting east. Two separate fires, she guessed. Both bigger than she'd seen in her three years here.

She put the apple quarters on the counter and called for her kids.

"Lunch," she said.

Mia came first, eight years old, barefoot, already bored by summer in the particular way kids got in weeks two and three, before they'd settled into the rhythm of having nothing scheduled. She saw the apple and sat down. Kenji came second, eleven, moving with the slow deliberateness of a kid who was reading something on his phone and didn't see why lunch needed to interrupt it. Tara took the phone gently and set it on the counter without saying anything about it. He sat down.

"Is that more smoke?" Mia said. She was already looking out the window.

"Yes."

"From yesterday?"

"Maybe more fires," Tara said. "Or the same one getting bigger. I'm not sure." She said this as neutrally as she could, calibrating toward the informative and away from either alarm or false reassurance. She'd found that her kids responded better to honest uncertainty than to certain comfort that later turned out to be wrong.

She made sandwiches. She watched the smoke columns while she did it. The one to the east was definitely bigger than yesterday. She could see it even when she moved to the far end of the kitchen, a vertical presence against the blue that had a density to it, a weight. Not a campfire or a burn pile. Something feeding continuously on something large.

After lunch she called Marcus.

He answered on the first ring, which meant he was at his desk and not in a meeting, which was unusual for a Wednesday afternoon. "Hey," he said. "I was going to call you."

"There's more smoke."

"I know. I've been watching the news."

"What are they saying?"

"Two fires in the Canfield area. One from earlier in the week that's grown, and a new one from last night." She could hear him scrolling through something. "They're calling it active but manageable. No evacuation orders. There's a pre-evacuation advisory somewhere but I'm not sure which zone."

"What zone are we in?"

Pause. More scrolling. "I'm looking for the map. It's - I'm not finding it fast. Let me text you the link."

"Okay." She looked out the window again. The smoke to the west had thickened in the time she'd been on the phone, the column rising higher before it dispersed. "When are you back?"

"Friday."

"Can you come earlier?"

A brief silence that wasn't quite hesitation but was adjacent to it. "I have the Hargrove presentation on Thursday. I can try to move my Friday flight to Thursday night."

"Okay. Yeah. Do that if you can."

"Tara." His voice shifted into the register he used when he was choosing his words carefully. "Do you want to take the kids and go to your sister's?"

She looked at the smoke. She looked at her kids, who had migrated from the kitchen table to the living room, where Mia was drawing something and Kenji had recovered his phone and was reading whatever he'd been reading before lunch. The afternoon light was coming through the windows with a slight ochre quality that she associated with smoke in the air even when you couldn't smell it yet.

"Not yet," she said. "I want to see what the advisories say. I don't want to drive three hours for a fire that burns out tonight."

"Fair," Marcus said. "But keep the option open."

"I will."

He texted her the link after she hung up. She opened the map on her phone, standing at the counter with the dishes still in the drying rack beside her. Zone 4 covered the eastern bench communities - Cold Creek, upper Miller Road, the parcels above the drainage. Zone 3 covered the lower bench, which was where she was. Zone 3 had no advisory currently posted. Zone 4 had a pre-evacuation advisory as of this morning: *Be prepared to leave on short notice. Assemble go-bags and make arrangements for livestock and pets.*

She stared at the map for a while. Zone 3 and Zone 4 were separated by a county road that was maybe four miles from her house.

She put her phone in her pocket and went outside.

The air smelled different from this morning. There was the smoke smell she'd been smelling all week, the background note of fire somewhere distant, but underneath it or around it there was something more immediate, something that seemed to sit in the throat rather than the nose. She stood on the back porch for a moment and just breathed, trying to identify it. She'd grown up in Sacramento, where smoke was a seasonal feature of late summer, and she knew what fire smelled like from that distance. This was closer than that. Not close enough to alarm, but closer.

Her neighbor Debbie's truck pulled out of the driveway across the street. The truck had a dog crate in the bed and a large blue tarp over the load in the back, held down with bungee cords. Tara watched it turn south toward the highway. Debbie didn't look over.

Down the block, another neighbor - the young couple who'd moved in last year, whose names Tara had learned and then forgotten - was loading things into an SUV. Organized, unhurried. But loading.

She went back inside.

"Mia," she said. "Kenji. I want you both to pick your five most important things. Not too big. Things that fit in a backpack."

Kenji looked up from his phone. He was at an age where he processed things more quickly than he let on. "Are we leaving?"

"Not right now. I just want us to be ready."

"Ready means leaving," he said. Not as an argument. As a clarification.

"Ready means
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