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The living room was where the fire had started. She understood this by the way it burned. The door had been the ignition point, which meant the fire was working its way inward, spreading room to room the way fire always does, patient and methodical and entirely indifferent to what was in its path.

Roger was in the living room. The kids were in the living room.

She saw them.

Her lips began to tremble. The grief was enormous and total and physical, the kind that starts in the chest and tries to climb out through your throat, and she opened her mouth to let it out, to scream or sob or make whatever sound her body needed to make.

Then she cocked her head.

Not her choice. Her head moved the way a dog's head moves when it hears a frequency outside the normal range, responding to something she couldn't consciously identify. A whisper that wasn't sound. A presence that had no temperature or weight but was nonetheless there, right there, in the room with her and the fire and the dead.

She nodded once. To empty air.

Her lip stopped trembling.

She pulled the sweater over her head and tied it around her waist, the bloody fabric making a rough skirt that covered her to mid-thigh. Her long black hair fell forward across her chest. The fire was getting closer. She could feel the heat on the back of her neck, a hand that wasn't a hand, pushing her forward.

She found the bat almost immediately. Wooden, bloody, left beside Roger's head in what might have been carelessness or might have been deliberate. It didn't matter. She picked it up before the fire did and tested its weight in both hands, turning her wrists to feel the balance of it. Like a warrior checking a weapon before moving out.

From outside came the sound of a motorcycle starting up.

Just right outside. Close enough that she could hear the idle, the particular throaty note of a bike that had been run hard and was now cooling. Someone still here. Someone who had stayed.

She moved toward the door.



Raul Thompson — Moth to everyone who knew him, a nickname earned through his long-standing habit of being unable to leave a fire alone — had been watching the house burn for four minutes and was nowhere near ready to go.

He did his best work and watched it after. This was his whole philosophy. Some guys in Montalvo's crew were about the before — the planning, the setup, the specific violence of the moment itself. Moth was about the after. He liked the quiet that followed. The proof.

He was straddling his bike at the edge of the driveway, watching the living room window bloom orange from the inside, when the front door came off its hinges.

Not opened. Not kicked through in the way a person kicks through a door, with one foot and effort and the grunt of leverage. The door came off. Both hinges at once, a controlled detonation of burning wood, and the force of it sent sparks and embers outward in a spray that hit Moth's face before he could close his eyes.

He blinked them clear.

She was already moving.

He saw her for only a fraction of a second before she covered the distance — petite, black-haired, the sweater-skirt and nothing above it, blood already on her from injuries that should have put her down, the bat held low in both hands the way you hold a bat when you actually know how to use one. His brain tried to process this. The woman from the house. The wife. She's supposed to be —

She hit him in the chest with her full weight, both feet leaving the ground, and the impact knocked him off the bike and flat onto his back on the asphalt with her straddling his shoulders, pinning his arms with her knees. The bat came down once, sharp and precise, enough to flood his vision with white.

Moth had been hit before. He knew how to wait it out. He focused on breathing while the white faded and tried to get his bearings. The woman was looking down at him with an expression he couldn't read. Not rage. Not grief. Something older than both. She was watching him the way a person watches a problem they are in the process of solving.

She tilted her head, and her eyes went briefly to the phone clipped to his bike. His phone. The screen lit up: Trent calling.

That moment of distraction was all he needed. He threw his weight sideways and got her off him, scrambling to his feet. The shotgun was in the holster on the bike frame, three steps away. He took them.

The bat came down on his wrist before his hand reached the stock.

He heard the bones before he felt them. Multiple small bones, the kind that don't argue with blunt trauma. His wrist went a direction it wasn't designed to go and he screamed, the sound pulling out of him without permission. She was already behind him, her legs around his torso and her arms around his neck, using her weight as a counterbalance, and then they were going backward together and he was on the asphalt again.

She stepped off him and waited while he tried to rise. He made it to his knees.

She crouched in front of him so their eyes were level. Hers were still doing that thing, that patient unreadable thing, and she tilted her head again toward the phone and then back at him and he understood. He understood completely and hated himself for it.

"Montalvo," he said. His voice was wrecked. "He's at the compound. On the hill. You know the one."

She nodded, just barely. That same single nod she'd given to the empty air in the burning house.

She picked up the phone. She looked at the incoming call. She answered it and said nothing, just listened while Trent's voice asked what was going on, what was taking so long, what was that sound.

She ended the call.

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

She took his phone and his bike and left the fire burning behind her.



They found her eight hours later, collapsed in the doorway of Diego Montalvo's private office on the second floor of his hilltop compound in Moorpark, on a hill that looked out over the town in the particular way that expensive houses on hills look out over things. The bat was on the floor three feet away. Her hand was open, fingers loose, the way hands go when they've finally let go of something they've been holding for a very long time.

She was breathing. This was what the EMTs couldn't get over. Given what they found in the six rooms between the front door and that office, and the condition of her body, and the basic math of injury and blood loss and the human capacity to keep moving — she was breathing. Her vital signs were weak but present, like a signal coming from very far away.

"How is she even alive?" the first EMT said.

The second one looked past her into the office at what was left of Diego Montalvo, at the evidence of what he had spent his last hours attempting and why none of it had worked, and didn't answer.

They put Claire on a stretcher. As they lifted her, her eyes opened for just a moment. Brown, human, clear as water. They registered the ceiling above her, the face of the EMT, some ordinary details of the waking world. Then they closed.

Just before they loaded her into the ambulance, one of the officers on scene walked over to the lead detective and said, quietly, that they were counting seven in the house and six more fires across a four-mile stretch of Moorpark that had burned tonight, all confirmed connected to Montalvo's operation, all of them burned hollow from the inside.

The detective looked at the small woman on the stretcher, at the sweater still tied around her waist, at the injuries she was carrying.

"Hollow," he repeated.

Nobody had an answer for that.



A week later, in a room at Simi Valley Hospital, an old woman sat down in the chair beside Claire Parker's bed and said nothing for a while.

Claire had been awake for two days but hadn't spoken to anyone. The nurses noted it in their charts with careful clinical language that amounted, roughly, to: she is somewhere else and we do not know how to reach her. Her eyes tracked movement but her face stayed still, like a surface that had been cleared of everything that used to be there.

The old woman was small, deliberate in her movements, dressed in plain clothes that suggested nothing about her. She pulled the chair close to the bed and sat without speaking and waited, which was something she was very good at.

"You are wondering if you are cursed now," she said finally. Her voice was accented, worn smooth at the edges.

Claire's eyes moved to her for the first time.

"You are not." The old woman folded her hands in her lap. "What came to you does not linger where it is not needed. The cup empties when the wine is poured."

"I remember everything," Claire said. Her voice was raw from a week of not using it. "I was there for all of it."

"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. "No. It killed them. You guided. Witnessed. But it was never your rage, child. Your rage would have burned you alive from the inside. What came was older than rage. Colder. More fair."

Claire looked at the ceiling. "I felt it listening. When it saw the phone. Montalvo's name. It —" She stopped. "It asked me. Without words, but it asked."

"The old ones know war. They know blood. But the world changes and they need us to teach them the new ways to find the old justice." The old woman reached out and placed her hand over Claire's, just for a moment. "My grandson thought he could take my knowledge and make it into something useful to him. He learned protection and used it for intimidation. He learned ritual and used it for cruelty. He violated sanctuary. He violated innocence." She paused. "I could not stop him. But the world has ways of righting itself."

"Why did you come here?" Claire asked.

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

"I'm not."

"No. But you are alive." She stood, slowly, with the careful deliberateness of someone who has carried heavy knowledge for a long time. She moved toward the door. She paused at the threshold and turned back one last time, and her eyes in that moment were something else, something that had been looking out from behind human eyes for longer than the building they were standing in had existed.

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

She placed something on the small table by the door. An old photograph. Sepia-toned, edges damaged, showing a burned ranch and a lone figure walking away from it. The year written on the back in faded pencil: 1887.

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

Then she was gone.

Claire lay still for a long time. Then she reached for the photograph. She studied the distant figure, the burned buildings, the trail that led away from the ruins toward something she couldn't see. She thought about what it meant to carry a weight you didn't choose. To be a cup that gets filled and emptied and set back down on the shelf.

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

She turned to look out the window at the world going on below her without any knowledge of what she now knew about it.

She breathed.
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