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Part One

The Vessel

Chapter One

4:36 p.m.

Claire Parker had been running the same three-mile loop through the Moorpark hills for four years, and she knew exactly what the sun looked like at every point of the route. The way it caught the dry grass on the eastern slope and turned everything briefly golden. The long shadow she cast coming back down Rosewood Drive just before 4:30. The moment the sky went from orange to that deep copper that meant she had maybe six minutes before full dark.

She was checking her watch — 4:36, right on schedule — when she turned onto Rosewood and saw the light that shouldn't be there.

Not the interior warm-yellow of a house in the early evening. Not a porch light or the blue flicker of a television. The other kind. The kind that moves and climbs and consumes the thing it lives inside.

Her house was on fire.

She ran toward it the way parents run toward their children. Without decision. Without the pause that self-preservation usually requires. She remembered the door and then she remembered nothing for a while and then she remembered the floor coming up to meet her and a cold that started in her stomach and moved outward, systematic, thorough, the way cold moves when it has a purpose.

That was the stab wound. She understood this later, in the way you understand things that your body processed before your mind was paying attention. A knife through the left side of her abdomen, a puncture that missed the organs that would have killed her immediately but hit enough of the wrong things that she was, in the clinical sense, dying. She had been dying for — she worked it out from the state of the fire, the structural damage, the way the smoke had moved through the house — approximately six minutes by the time she opened her eyes on the floor of the entryway.

The ceiling above her was beginning to go. She watched a section of it bow inward and thought, with a clarity that surprised her given everything, that's the kitchen floor. The joists up there run east to west and the first one always goes on the north side. Eleven years in this house. She knew its body the way she knew her own.

Her arms came up. Toward something above her. Some instinct, some request sent from a place below language, reaching upward like a plant reaches toward light. There was nothing there. There was nobody in the entryway but her and the spreading fire and the smoke beginning to bank against the ceiling.

And yet.

Something arrived in her spine. The only word she would ever find for it, in the year she spent trying to find words for it, was uprightness — not strength exactly, not warmth or cold, but a vertical intention that entered her body from somewhere outside it and decided that she would be standing. She stood. Her legs shook under her. She stood anyway.

A burning piece of the ceiling came down six inches to her left. She moved around it without looking, the way you navigate furniture in the dark of your own home.

She walked toward the living room. She walked toward the sound of the fire. She walked toward the room where she already knew, with the part of her that processed things below language, what she was going to find.

Roger was there. Tyson. Jordie. CJ.

The fire was working methodically from the direction of the front door, spreading room to room, reaching toward where they lay with the patience that fire always has. She stood at the threshold of the living room and looked at her family and her lips began to tremble.

Then she cocked her head.

Just slightly. The way a dog moves its head when it hears something in a frequency humans aren't supposed to register. A whisper that wasn't sound. A presence with no temperature, no weight, no evidence of itself except that it was there, in the room with her, and it was waiting, and it was asking.

She nodded. Once. To empty air.

Her lip stopped trembling.

She reached down and pulled the sweater over her head — her running sweater, the one with the old paint stain, the one she had always meant to throw away — and tied it around her waist like a skirt. Her long black hair fell forward to cover her chest. The fire was close now, the heat pressing against the back of her neck like a hand. She didn't hurry.

She found the bat beside Roger's head. Wooden, well-used, left there carelessly or deliberately — it made no difference. She picked it up and checked its weight in both hands, her wrists rolling to feel the balance. Some knowledge that wasn't hers moved through her hands and recognized the weapon.

From outside: a motorcycle idling. Close. Just outside the house.

She turned toward the door.

Chapter Two

Moth

Raul Thompson had been called Moth since he was nineteen years old and had stood in the alley behind a burning warehouse for two hours after everyone else had cleared out, just watching. His crew boss at the time had come back to find him there, still watching, and said you're like a goddamn moth, and the name had stuck the way accurate nicknames do.

He was the best arsonist in Montalvo's operation precisely because he understood that the job didn't end when you touched the flame to the fuel. The job ended when the structure was committed. When there was no taking it back. He waited for that moment the way a photographer waits for the right light.

The Parker house was going beautifully. He could tell from the living room window alone — that deep orange bloom from the inside that meant it had reached the furniture and the carpet and had found sufficient fuel to sustain itself without his help. The rest of the crew had cleared out twenty minutes ago. Trent had his van halfway to the compound already. Moth had stayed because Moth always stayed, and Montalvo tolerated it because the alternative was finding another arsonist as reliable and methodical as Moth, and those were harder to come by than people thought.

He was sitting on his bike at the edge of the driveway, watching the living room window deepen in color, when the front door came off.

Not kicked. Not pushed. Removed from both hinges simultaneously in an outward burst that sent burning fragments of doorframe in a spray he barely got his arm up in time to block. He blinked the sparks clear and she was already crossing the driveway, closing the twenty feet between the door and his bike with a focused, forward-leaning velocity that his brain couldn't parse fast enough.

The wife. He had a single second to think it. The wife from the house. She was supposed to be —

She hit him with her full weight, both feet off the ground, and took him off the bike and onto the asphalt with her straddling his shoulders and pinning his arms with her knees. The bat came down once, measured and deliberate, and his vision went white.

Moth had been hit before. He was not a man who panicked under physical distress. He waited for the white to fade and took inventory: arms pinned, wrist starting to go numb from the knee compression, head ringing but not seriously damaged. The woman above him was looking down at him with an expression he couldn't classify. He had seen rage on people's faces and he had seen grief and he had seen the specific cold expression of someone doing a job they've decided to finish. This was none of those things. It was patient. Almost curious. Like a scientist looking at a specimen it's already decided what to do with.

His phone lit up on the bike beside them: Trent calling. Her eyes moved to it. Back to him.

He threw his weight sideways and got her off. He made his feet. Three steps to the shotgun holstered on the bike frame. He covered two of them before the bat came down on his wrist and the bones made a sound he would have preferred not to hear.

He screamed. He couldn't help it. The wrist was done — he knew what that kind of impact did to the carpal bones — and she was already behind him, her legs locking around his torso, her weight pulling backward, and he went down again.

She crouched in front of him. Patient. The head tilted slightly to the left, and then her eyes moved to the phone and back to him, and the message was as clear as spoken language: tell me where he is.

"The compound," Moth said. "Hilltop. Off Walnut Canyon. You know the one. The big wall with the camera at the gate." He paused. His wrist was producing a specific kind of pain that made it difficult to think. "Montalvo's there. He went back to do the ceremony."

She looked at him for a moment. Something in that look was doing the math, weighing him, deciding what category he fell into.

Then she picked up his phone and answered Trent's call and said nothing, just held it open so Trent heard what he heard, and ended it.

The bat swung once more. Moth didn't feel anything after that.

She took the phone. She took the bike. She left without looking back at the burning house, and the fire did not go out behind her.

Chapter Three

Trent

Trent Collins heard something wrong in the silence on Moth's phone and turned the van around.

This was not instinct. Trent did not trust instinct; instinct was what amateurs used when they didn't have experience. This was calculation. Moth did not answer his phone and then go quiet. Moth either didn't answer, in which case you assumed he was still watching the fire and would call back, or Moth answered and talked. Moth talking while watching was one of the more reliable things in Trent's world. The silence meant one specific thing and Trent didn't want to think about what that thing was, so he thought about turning the van around instead and turned the van around.

He pulled onto Rosewood Drive going the wrong direction and almost immediately had to swerve because a motorcycle was coming at him on his side of the road, fast and without lights. He got the van onto the shoulder and the bike went past and he caught a half-second look at the rider and his brain refused to process it and then processed it and he sat very still with the van idling on the shoulder for a moment while the taillights of the motorcycle disappeared around the bend.

That wasn't Moth on that bike.

He called Montalvo's personal number. It went to voicemail. He called the compound and got Luis, who sounded annoyed at being pulled from whatever he was doing, and told him there was a problem and to get Taco and Paco and meet him at the clinic off High Street, because wherever this was going it was going to need Dr. Smith's facilities before it was finished.

He did not call to warn Montalvo, because calling to warn Montalvo meant explaining why there was something to be warned about, and explaining that meant explaining about Moth, and he wasn't ready to have that conversation until he understood it better himself.

He drove to the clinic. He sat in the parking lot for three minutes with the engine running, watching the street.

She arrived on foot, which he hadn't expected. She'd ditched the bike somewhere. She came around the corner of the building from the alley side, and he saw her in the parking lot lights — petite, black hair, the makeshift sweater-skirt, the bat in her right hand held loose and low — and for a moment he sat very still in the driver's seat, because the woman he'd left dying in that house was standing thirty feet away from him looking like she'd never been anything other than upright and purposeful, and the math on that did not work.

He got out of the van.

He outweighed her by ninety pounds and had six inches on her and had been in more fights than he could accurately count. He got out of the van and took one step toward her and she looked at him the way she'd apparently looked at Moth — that patient, categorizing look — and something in that look stopped him for a half-second, which was one half-second too long.

She was fast in a way that had nothing to do with training. Trained fighters moved in patterns you could read once you'd seen enough of them. She moved like water finding the lowest point, efficient and entirely without wasted motion, and the bat she had used on Moth she used on him with the same quality of precision: not to punish, not to hurt in the satisfying way hurting is sometimes meant to satisfy. To disable. To stop the specific capability she needed stopped.

He was on the ground before he'd completed his own first move.

She crouched, found his phone in his jacket pocket, looked through it quickly. Her head did that tilt. She was learning something. He could see it happening — the eyes moving through the contacts and the texts and the recent call log, absorbing information he'd spent considerable effort trying to keep obscured.

He tried to tell her it wouldn't matter. He tried to tell her Montalvo had protections that she couldn't understand and couldn't get through. He tried to tell her quite a few things but the words came out wrong, and she wasn't listening anyway.

She was already moving toward the clinic entrance. Luis and Taco and Paco were in there, waiting for him. She walked through the door before he could form a complete sentence about why that was a bad idea.

Trent Collins did not get up.

Part Two

The Trail

Chapter Four

Dr. Smith's Clinic

Dr. Edgar Smith ran what he called a sports medicine practice out of a converted commercial space on High Street in Moorpark, and what it actually was depended on who was asking. To the city, it was a licensed outpatient facility with unremarkable billing records and an unremarkable patient load, entirely aboveboard, entirely boring. To Montalvo's organization it was the place you went when you couldn't go to a real hospital — for the things that couldn't be documented, couldn't be explained to an ER intake nurse without creating a paper trail that led somewhere inconvenient.

Dr. Smith was not a bad doctor. He was, in fact, a very competent one, which was exactly what made him useful and exactly what made his arrangement with Montalvo something he woke up at 3 a.m. thinking about. He had told himself many things over the years he'd been providing this service. He had arranged these things into a structure he could live inside. The structure had held, more or less, until tonight.

Luis had shown up with Taco and Paco an hour ago, nervous in a way Luis was not usually nervous, asking Dr. Smith to be available because Trent was bringing someone who needed work. This was normal. Dr. Smith had prepped a room and waited and been thinking about going home when the front door opened and it was not Trent.

The woman who walked in was not supposed to be walking. This was his first coherent thought — she was carrying injuries that should have made walking a physiological impossibility, and yet there she was. The specific way she was moving told him that something was happening in her body that he would not be able to explain to a journal's peer reviewers. Some process of repair or compensation that exceeded the available biology. It was, in the most literal possible sense of the word, wrong. Bodies didn't do this.

He said nothing. He stood behind his exam table and watched her come through the door and looked at Luis, who was already backing toward the rear exit, and at Taco and Paco, who were still deciding.

She looked at Dr. Smith for a long moment. He felt the look the way you feel an x-ray — the sense that something is passing through you and cataloging what it finds.

Then her head tilted, that slight left-side tilt, and he understood that she was listening to something he couldn't hear, and whatever it was, it was telling her something about the room she was standing in. The equipment. The records. The filing cabinet against the east wall that contained eleven years of off-books documentation of injuries that corresponded to events that had never been officially reported.

Taco made his move. He was faster than he looked and had thirty years of accumulated willingness to do what needed doing and he came around the far side of the exam table with a conviction that might have worked on almost anyone else.

It did not work here.

What happened next was not something Dr. Smith could fully reconstruct afterward, no matter how many times he tried. The sequence was too fast and too specific and operated on a logic he didn't have the framework to follow. What he understood was the before and the after: Taco coming around the table, and then Paco going forward despite having watched what happened to Taco, and then Luis deciding not to go for the exit after all and then deciding too late that he should have. And Dr. Smith himself, who did not move at any point because something in the quality of the room told him very clearly that stillness was the correct choice.

She stood in the wreckage of the three decisions and looked at him. She walked to the filing cabinet. She looked at him again.

He unlocked it.

She went through the files with the same focused efficiency she'd applied to the phones, pulling specific folders, reading fast, replacing some and taking others. When she was finished she set the taken folders on the exam table and looked at him one last time.

He nodded.

He didn't know exactly what he was agreeing to. He agreed anyway, because some agreements are made below the level of conscious choice, in the part of you that has been waiting for the right question. He had known for eleven years what those files contained. He had known what it made him. He had made the structure and lived inside it and here, at last, was someone asking him what he actually thought about that.

She left with the files and his car keys.

He sat down on the floor beside his exam table and waited for whatever came next.

The clinic burned to the ground at approximately 11 p.m. The files were not in it.

Chapter Five

The Compound Gate

There were three more between the clinic and the compound, and she found them the way she found all of them — through the phones, through the contacts, through the accumulated digital record of a criminal organization that had operated under the assumption that its connections to Montalvo were protection enough to make other precautions unnecessary.

The first was at a warehouse on Goldman Avenue, a mid-level operator named Cruz who had been managing the supply side of Montalvo's pharmaceutical business and who died in the warehouse fire that the Ventura County Fire Department would later attribute to faulty electrical wiring. The second and third were at a clubhouse off Tierra Rejada Road, two men whose names appeared in Dr. Smith's files as patients seventeen and twenty-three, whose specific injuries Dr. Smith had treated and whose causes of injury Dr. Smith had documented with careful medical language that obscured rather than revealed. The clubhouse fire was determined to be arson. The arson was never solved.

Each fire burned hollow. The structures stood, the walls stood, but everything inside was consumed.

Diego Montalvo watched the third fire from the window of his hilltop study. He could see the glow of it from five miles away, orange against the dark of the Tierra Rejada valley, and he knew by then what it was. He had known since Trent's phone went to voicemail. He had known since he called the clinic and got no answer. He had known since his grandmother, Abuelita Maria, had come to him at nine o'clock with the expression she wore when she had run out of ways to be patient with him and told him what she had told him three years ago when this had all started, and what he had not listened to, and what had apparently become relevant again.

He had made her leave. He had told her to go to her sister's house in Oxnard. She had looked at him with her ancient, exhausted love and her ancient, exhausted knowledge and said, "I told you what comes when you break the old rules. You are watching it come."

She had gone.

He had six men at the compound. He had his own abilities, the ones he had learned from Maria and bent to his own purposes, the rituals of protection and warding that he had constructed around the hilltop property over three years of careful, methodical work. He had the confidence of a man who had spent three years building a fortress out of power he didn't fully understand, which is a specific and dangerous kind of confidence because it doesn't account for what happens when the power has an opinion about how it's being used.

He watched the fire in the valley.

His six men watched the gate.

She came over the wall at the back of the property, in the section between cameras, and they didn't know she was inside until they heard the first of the six.

Chapter Six

The Study

Diego Montalvo died in his study at approximately 1 a.m., still attempting the ritual he had been attempting for three hours.

The ritual was the same one he had ordered performed on Roger Parker, the same violation of sanctuary and innocence that was supposed to give him what his grandmother had always refused to give him: permanent protection. Invulnerability. The specific dark arrangement with the specific dark forces that would make him impossible to kill by normal means. He had done his part. He had paid the price it demanded. He had done it in the Parkers' house, with the Parkers, and he had done it the way the knowledge required it to be done, and he had waited for the protection to settle into him like armor going on.

The armor had not come. Roger Parker had been immune — some quality of the man's character, some integrity of self that the grandmother's magic had recognized and refused to attach to — and when the ritual failed to take, Montalvo had convinced himself it was a technical failure rather than a fundamental one, and had ordered the fire and left and come home to the hilltop and waited for a feeling of invulnerability that never arrived.

He was still trying to make it work when the door to his study opened.

She stood in the doorway looking like what she was: a woman who had been stabbed and left for dead six hours ago, who had walked through fire and covered thirty miles of Moorpark and done everything that the phones and the files and the accumulated network of his organization had told her needed doing, and who was still upright because something had decided she would remain upright until the last item on the list was finished. The sweater tied around her waist. The long black hair. The bat, which she had carried the whole way, which had been Roger's bat, which had been used on Roger, which had come back to his house to close the account.

He tried the rituals. He said the words. He made the gestures his grandmother had taught him and the ones he had learned from other sources and the ones he had invented himself over three years of assembling his fortress. None of them did anything visible.

He tried reason. He had been told by people who knew him that he was persuasive, and he deployed all of it — the calm voice, the framing, the specific appeals to practicality and mutual interest that had worked on everyone from city officials to rival gang leaders to the DEA agent who had come closest to building a real case against him before that case had evaporated in ways the agent couldn't explain.

She listened. Her head tilted once, and then returned to center, and then she walked into the room.

He said her children's names. He said her husband's name. He said he was sorry, which was something Diego Montalvo said approximately twice in his adult life, and on neither occasion did he mean it the way someone would need to mean it for it to matter. He said the Parker family would be the last, that he was done, that whatever it took.

She paused. For a moment she was completely still. The entity in her was listening to something — weighing it, calculating, measuring what was being offered against the account of what had been taken and finding, as it always found, that the currency didn't match.

The bat swung once.

Then again.

Then it was done.

She stood in the middle of his study and her head tilted one last time to the left, the listening posture, and then returned to center, and then she was simply Claire Parker standing in a ruined room, and the uprightness that had been holding her together for the past eight hours left her all at once the way a held breath leaves, and she went down.

The bat rolled three feet across the floor and stopped.

She lay still. Breathing. Just barely, but breathing.

Part Three

The Cup Empties

Chapter Seven

What the EMTs Couldn't Figure Out

They found her at 1:14 a.m. in the doorway of a room containing evidence of what she had done, or what had been done through her, and neither the first responders nor the detectives who followed them nor the medical staff who received her at Simi Valley Hospital could fully account for the math.

The injuries on her body when she was admitted — the stab wound, the contusions, the cumulative physical evidence of eight hours of sustained exertion on a dying frame — were injuries that, by the clinical consensus of four doctors, should not have been survivable past the first hour. The stab wound alone. Her core temperature when the EMTs assessed her was severely low, consistent with significant blood loss and extended exposure, inconsistent with a person who had been mobile that recently. And yet.

"She's hypothermic," the first EMT told the second. "And look at these injuries. How is she even alive?"

The second EMT had been looking into the room beyond the doorway and found he didn't have an answer to that, and also didn't have an answer to the other question that the injuries in that room raised, and so he said nothing and they loaded her on the stretcher and did their jobs.

As they lifted her, her eyes opened for one moment. Brown, human, clear in a way that shocked the EMT closest to her face — not the clouded, disoriented eyes of someone in shock, but fully present, fully here, registering the ceiling and the face above her and the specific quality of the night air outside the compound with the particular attention of someone who is taking careful note of everything, because they have recently learned the value of things they used to look at without seeing.

Then her eyes closed and she did not open them again for sixteen hours.

The lead detective on the scene, a methodical man named Hargrove who had been working Ventura County organized crime for eleven years and had spent three of those years building a case against Diego Montalvo that had never quite come together, walked through the compound with a flashlight and a notepad and an expression that did not change for the two hours it took to complete the walk-through. At the end of it he stood outside near the ambulance with his notepad and a pen and wrote nothing on it.

"Seven in the compound," an officer told him. "Six more connected fires across a four-mile stretch tonight. All Montalvo operations. All burned hollow."

"Hollow," Hargrove repeated.

He looked at the small form on the stretcher, at the sweater tied around her waist, at the bat that a junior officer had bagged and tagged per protocol. He thought about Roger Parker, bank teller, who had refused twice to participate in Montalvo's organization and who was dead in a burning house on Rosewood Drive. He thought about Roger Parker's three kids. He thought about the three years he had spent trying to build a case on a man who had just been — what was the right word? Resolved.

He put the pen away. He went home. He did not sleep.

Chapter Eight

Balance

Seven days after the night that Moorpark fire investigators would eventually list as six separate arsons of undetermined origin, an old woman sat down in the chair beside Claire Parker's hospital bed and said nothing for a while.

The nurses had noted in their charts that Claire was physically healing faster than expected — the stab wound closing with unusual efficiency, the body repairing itself at a rate that the attending physician described in his notes as "remarkable" and in conversation with colleagues as "frankly inexplicable." But her eyes, when they were open, stayed fixed on a middle distance that wasn't any particular point in the room. She tracked movement. She responded to direct address. She had not yet chosen to speak to anyone.

The old woman had not given her name at the nurses' station. She had simply walked to the room and sat down, with the authority of someone who knows that what they're doing is right and has no interest in the bureaucratic conversation that would surround explaining that.

She sat. She waited. She was very good at waiting.

"You are wondering if you are cursed now," she said, when enough time had passed.

Claire's eyes moved to her. This was the first voluntary eye contact she had made with anyone since waking. The old woman noted it without commenting on it.

"You are not. What came to you does not linger where it is not needed. The cup empties when the wine is poured."

Claire's voice, when it came, was raw from a week of disuse. "I remember everything."

"Yes. That is the price of balance. You carried the weight, so you carry the memory."

"I killed them."

The old woman was quiet for a moment. The room had the particular quality of hospital rooms at midday — the sound of the corridor outside, the neutral light, the faint electronic monitoring of a body in the process of repairing itself. "No," she said. "It killed them. You guided. You witnessed. You were the modern knowledge it needed, the phone and the car and the understanding of how those men were connected to each other. But the anger that drove the work — that was not your anger, child. Your anger would have burned you alive from the inside and turned you into something else entirely. What came was older than anger. Older than grief. It does not feel the way we feel. It balances the way a scale balances."

"I felt it listening," Claire said. She was looking at the ceiling now. "When it saw the phones. Moth's phone, then Trent's. It would stop and — ask. I don't know another word for it. It would find something it didn't understand about the modern world and it would wait for me to make sense of it."

"The old ones know war," the woman said. "They know blood, and sanctuary, and the specific violation that calls them. But the world changes. They need us to navigate it. That is the compact — we carry them, we guide them, they do the work that the world requires. And then they leave."

"Your grandson," Claire said. Not a question.

The old woman's hands moved slightly in her lap. "I raised him. His father was a womanizer and a coward who was in the wrong crowd and left before Diego could learn anything from him except how to want power. I tried to teach him the other thing — the older thing. Respect for the forces you approach. Understanding that knowledge is not ownership. That the old ways were given to protect, not to take." She paused. "He took the knowledge and he made it into a weapon. He used it to frighten people. To build the organization. And then he used it for —" She stopped. "For what he did to your family. To try to make himself untouchable. He thought if he paid the price the ritual required, he would have what he wanted."

"It didn't work," Claire said.

"No. Because your husband —" The old woman paused again, and something moved briefly behind her eyes. "There are people in the world who are what they are so completely that certain forces simply do not attach to them. Not through any power of their own. Through the integrity of their character. The magic saw Roger Parker and found nothing in him to grip. He was entirely himself. You cannot make a weapon of a person like that." She looked at Claire. "Montalvo did not understand what that meant. He thought it meant try harder. It meant stop."

A long silence. Outside the window the ordinary world continued. A distant siren. Traffic on the road below. Someone in the corridor laughing at something.

"Why did you come here?" Claire asked.

"To see if the balance holds. To see if you are whole."

"I'm not. I'll never be."

"No," the old woman said, without cruelty or comfort. "But you are alive. The debt is paid. Your family is at rest. The violation is answered." She stood slowly, with the careful movement of someone who has been careful for a long time. She moved toward the door. At the threshold she paused — and later, much later, Claire would think about that pause, about the deliberateness of it, the echo of another threshold in a burning house — and turned back one final time.

Her eyes, in that last look, were older than her face.

"There are some debts," she said, "that transcend law. Transcend mercy. Transcend time."

She placed something on the table by the door. An old photograph, sepia-toned, edges crumbling at the corners. A burned ranch. A lone figure moving away from the ruins, small against the empty California sky. Written on the back in pencil so faded it was barely readable: 1887.

"These debts are paid in the oldest currency there is."

Then she was gone.

Claire lay still for a long time. A nurse came and went. The monitoring equipment beeped its patient, rhythmic account of her continuing existence.

She reached for the photograph. She held it in both hands and looked at the distant figure in the burned landscape and understood that she was looking at herself, and at every person who had been herself before her, and at every person who would be herself after her, going forward into whatever came next.

Not cursed. Not healed. Carrying something. Moving forward with it the way you carry any weight — not because it gets lighter, but because you get used to the shape of it in your hands.

She set the photograph on the bedside table where she could see it.

She turned to look out the window at the world.

She breathed.
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