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            Ashes in Her Wake

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sophie

      

      

      The “Welcome to Willow Creek” sign still stands at the town limits, its cheerful paint job only slightly faded after all these years, but I catch the new layer of rust clinging to the bolts. It wasn’t there a decade ago, when I’d last sped beneath its arch with the windows down, a mixtape playing over the wind’s howl, and a future that felt heartbreaking. Now, ten years and one ruined career later, my knuckles blanch against the steering wheel as I crawl past it at the posted speed limit, windows up, AC humming, the trunk packed to the hinges with everything I couldn’t stand to leave in storage.

      There’s that antique store—now a vape shop—and the mural on Main Street, the one of the blue herons, a little less blue and a little more washed out. I drag my gaze over the storefronts, clocking each change: the new awnings on O’Connell’s Pharmacy, the double-stacked. “Help Wanted” sign taped to the bakery window. Everything’s the same, and nothing is. A decade telescopes in and out, sometimes it feels like ten minutes, sometimes like a hundred years, depending on what corner I turn.

      I try to convince myself I’m invisible behind the windshield, but the eyes are always there. At the first red light, a pair of teenagers in logo hoodies gives my beat-up Toyota a once-over. I clock a woman outside a salon, phone to her ear, squinting like she’s trying to summon a name from my face. For a second, I consider driving straight through town and not stopping until I hit a coast or a city that never heard of me. But I hear my aunt’s voice, “Handle my estate with your head held high, Sophia.” She only called me Sophia when she meant business.

      

      The lot outside Wilson’s Grocery is half-full. I steer between a Subaru with flower decals and a work van sporting the fire department’s logo, which I pointedly ignore. If I time my shopping right, I might not have to see anyone who remembers me. I might even make it to the house before dark, where the keys to the house and whatever’s left of my childhood await.

      Inside, the place smells exactly as I remember: the slightly stale chill, the undercurrent of detergent and bruised fruit. I dodge the endcap displays, keeping my eyes on the floor tiles and my head angled low. It’s amazing how little muscle memory you lose, within thirty seconds, I’m two aisles deep, already plotting the shortest route through perishables and snacks before escape.

      I was determined to buy something with color to prove I ate like a grown-up.

      I’m halfway down the bread aisle when I catch movement at the endcap, and for a split second, my body goes rigid. A tall man in a navy t-shirt with the store logo stenciled over the breast pocket, khakis just a hair too fitted for a stock boy. He’s pulling flats of bagels from a rolling cart, arms straining under the weight. I relax. I don’t know him. I ease the cart past the open boxes, grab a loaf of whole wheat, and move on.

      Only when I round the corner do I spot the next threat: a flash of red hair, a boom of laughter, a mother I once babysat for whose daughter got suspended for smoking in the teachers’ lounge, my senior year. She’s older now, more lined around the eyes, but her stare still lands like a thumbtack in the heel. I pivot sharply into the canned goods section, nearly colliding with a pyramid of off-brand soup.

      

      I think I’m safe, at least until check-out, but as it turns out, fate is a fucking asshole.

      

      Because then, in the antiseptic fluorescence of Aisle 6, I see him, Lucas Hayes.

      

      He’s a different animal than the boy I knew: broader shoulders, tighter in the jaw, blue eyes hyper-focused on the shelf in front of him. There’s a paleness to his skin now, the kind that comes from too many overnight shifts and not enough real food, and his hair is cut close to the scalp, the way he wore it after the fire academy. He’s not in uniform, but he doesn’t need it. You could throw him into any city in the world, and he’d still read as a firefighter: the way he scans a room, the way he sets his feet for quick movement, the way the veins pop along his forearms even at rest.

      I try to reverse course, but the cart betrays me. Its janky wheel rattles against a box of pancake mix, and he looks up—right at me.

      For a long, unblinking second, we just stare. My hands go clammy on the plastic handle. I feel my pulse spike, hot and reckless, beneath my skin.

      “Sophie,” he says, first. He doesn’t even try for the small talk smile.

      “Lucas.” I match his lack of inflection, my voice miraculously even.

      He looks me over, eyes flicking to the groceries in my cart, then back to my face. “Back for long?”

      “Just enough to close out my aunt’s place. I’m not a glutton for punishment.” My words come out crisp, polished, and sharp by a thousand imaginary versions of this conversation.

      His mouth twitches. Not quite a smile, more like an aborted attempt at one. “If you need help, moving furniture, or whatever, I’m around. I was sorry to hear about your Aunt, she was a good person.” His tone is businesslike, the same one he probably uses when offering to rescue cats from trees. I have no idea if he expects gratitude or a fight.

      I give him a tight nod. “Thanks,” I wasn’t prepared for condolences. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He steps to the side, like he’s going to let me pass, but he doesn’t really move. I have to edge my cart around him, and in doing so, my bare elbow grazes his t-shirt. It’s nothing, a stupid accidental touch, but every nerve in my arm lights up with it. I don’t look back.

      At the end of the aisle, I can feel his stare like a pressure point between my shoulder blades.

      

      The rest of the trip goes mercifully fast. I pay cash, bag my own groceries, and bolt for the exit. The sunlight is so bright outside, I actually flinch.

      Only once I’m in the safety of my car, bags dumped onto the passenger seat, do I let myself breathe. My hands are still shaking, but I force them to be steady. There is no reason to feel rattled. I’m a grown-ass woman. I have lived through far worse than this, than him, in this town.

      In the rearview mirror, I see Lucas exit the store, a single bag in hand. He doesn’t look for me, but he stands by the curb for a long minute, his silhouette clean and unyielding against the town I tried to leave behind.

      I peel out of the lot, feeling more seen than I have in years.
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        The second time I see Lucas, he’s screaming at a rookie while a six-foot geyser of water hisses over the wreckage of my aunt’s backyard shed.

      

      

      

      I’m still in jeans and a tank top, hands smudged with newsprint from digging through boxes that smell like ancient lavender and mothballs. The only thing more exhausting than sorting the possessions of the dead is fielding the constant mental landmines—every chipped mug, every battered paperback, a new opportunity to remember. I’m going elbow-deep in a bin of old photo albums when the smoke alarm chirps.

      At first, I think it’s a battery thing. The house is full of that sad, sour scent unique to homes nobody’s lived in for a while, and the alarms look older than me. But then a second alarm goes off, somewhere near the back door, and I catch the unmistakable whiff of something burning.

      Adrenaline is a strange thing—it makes everything both slower and louder. I drop the album, run barefoot through the kitchen, and slam into the mudroom door so hard it rattles on its hinges. The backyard is soaked in late-day sun, all warm gold and green, except for the furious black column rising behind the shed.

      The old shed, the one with the painted blue door where I used to play house with dolls and imaginary friends, is half-eclipsed by the smoke. Flames snarl along the roofline, eating it from the top down. For a wild second, I can hear my dad’s voice, “No, no, always call the professionals, don’t be a hero, Soph”, but all I can think is I don’t want this fire touching the main house, not after everything else.

      I fumble my phone out of my pocket, then dial 911 with hands that won’t stay still. The operator is calm, practiced, a series of yes ma’am’s and what’s your address, but I’m already backing out of the kitchen door, barefoot in dry grass, looking for a hose, a bucket, anything.

      

      The garden hose is kinked and tangled like nobody’s touched it since before my aunt got sick. I manage to wrestle it halfway across the lawn and turn the nozzle at the shed. The water pressure is pitiful, and that blast only makes the smoke billow faster, swirling with an acrid, oily tang that makes my lungs seize. I cough, stumble back, feel the heat roll off the structure in slow, hungry pulses. Useless. I am so goddamn useless.

      

      By the time I hear the sirens, I’m half-sitting, half-crouched behind the withered rhododendrons, hose forgotten at my feet, watching my childhood in flames.

      The firetruck tears down the drive, tires biting into the gravel so hard I think they might break through the bedrock. A pair of uniformed men leap out, already dragging hoses and barking orders before the engine is even off. And then, of course, there’s Lucas.

      He’s in turnout gear, the jacket unzipped and hanging off his hips, helmet in one hand. For the second time today, I get the full effect of him—the way he’s grown into his own gravity, the kind of man who could walk into a burning building and expect the building to apologize. He’s shouting over the wind and the pop of splintering wood, and for a second, his eyes rake the yard like he’s searching. When he finds me, crouched in the weeds, he holds my gaze for just long enough that I feel pinned in place. Then he’s all motion—directing the crew, flanking the blaze, setting up a perimeter in the neat choreography of someone who’s done this a hundred times.

      It takes less than ten minutes. The crew punches holes in the shed walls, sending dense smoke pouring out the sides. The fire gutters, then goes out with a petulant hiss, like it’s being robbed of its purpose. Lucas circles the remains, boots crunching on soaked ash, then walks up to me with a posture so squared-off I almost laugh.

      

      “Are you hurt?” he asks bluntly.

      I shake my head. My voice is a scratchy mess. “Fine. Just inhaled half a lung’s worth.”

      “Ambulance is on the way. Get checked out.” He doesn’t ask; it’s an order.

      I want to protest—tell him to mind his own business, that I’m not the one on fire—but the look in his eyes makes it clear there’s no point. He stares at the ruined shed for a moment, jaw working in that way that always made me swoon, then says, “You try the garden hose?”

      I look at my feet, at the limp, leaking line snaking across the lawn. “Not my finest moment.”

      He shrugs. “It’s what most people do. Usually just spreads the fire.”

      “You’d think I’d know better. My dad lectured me about this crap every summer.”

      He glances at me, something unreadable in his expression. “It’s different when you’re standing in front of it.”

      

      The rookie—probably barely out of high school—shuffles over with a clipboard and starts asking questions about insurance, combustibles, and when I noticed the smoke. I answer on autopilot, numbly ticking through the details. Lucas hovers nearby, listening but not interrupting. When the questions are done, the rookie hands me a business card and jogs back to the engine.

      For a minute, the only sounds are the groan of cooling wood and the far-off drone of some traffic. The smell is pure nostalgia: wet ash, charred wood, the metallic aftertaste of adrenaline.

      Lucas stands with his hand on his hips, eyes fixed on the wreckage. I know the shape of this silence. It’s the same one that fell between us the last night we spoke, years ago, when neither of us could think of the right thing to say, so we just let everything burn down.

      

      “Do you want to know what I think?” he says, finally.

      I cross my arms. “You’re going to tell me anyway.”

      He lets out a short, humorless laugh. “Probably.” He turns to face me, blue eyes sharper than they have any right to be after a day like this. “That wasn’t accidental. The way it took off? The speed, the smoke color? Somebody started it. I’d bet on it.”

      I feel my mouth go dry. “You think it was arson. Out here?”

      He shrugs, but it’s a hard, angry motion. “Could be a prank, could be something else. But it wasn’t an accident. Not unless your aunt was stockpiling lighter fluid in there.”

      

      I try to remember what was even in that shed. Old bikes, paint cans, garden tools. My aunt was a lot of things, but a firebug and careless wasn’t one of them.

      Lucas studies me for a long second. “I’ll come by tomorrow. Walk the property, see if anything looks off.”

      I bristle. “I can handle it. I’m not a helpless⁠—”

      He cuts me off, voice low but edged. “Never said you were. But this is what I do, Sophie. Let me help.”

      The last word lands heavy between us, more like a plea than an offer. I force myself to look away, at the ruin of the shed, the soggy mess where so many half-formed childhood memories used to live. I remember the way my aunt would say, in that voice that brokered no argument, “You can ask for help and still be strong.” I hated that then. I hate it now.

      “Fine,” I say, softly. “Tomorrow.”

      He nods, and for the briefest second, there’s a flicker of something in his face—a relief, a regret, or just the ghost of an old feeling neither of us has the vocabulary for anymore. Then the moment snaps, and he’s back to business.

      He tells me to stay inside, that he’ll file the report, and that the crew will be gone soon. I watch as he strides away, calling out orders with a voice that could peel paint, moving with the kind of certainty I can only fake.

      I don’t realize how cold my feet are until I step back into the kitchen. I leave ash prints on the linoleum all the way to the sink.

      For a long time, I just stand there, trying to remember what I was unpacking before the fire started. But all I can see is the way Lucas looked at me through the smoke, like there was something left to salvage.
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      Lucas comes by just after noon, right on time, not that I was watching the clock.

      I’ve managed to transform my aunt’s kitchen from a catastrophic hoarder’s den to a functional war zone overnight. The sink is piled with old cutlery, and the counter is a graveyard for appliance manuals and the kind of mismatched mugs that only exist in homes predating running water. I’m sorting legal pads into ‘useful’ and ‘psychotic scrawlings’ when the screen door rattles.

      He doesn’t knock. He just walks in like he belongs here, like it’s still his job to save me from burning houses and small-town politics and my own worst ideas. There’s a dusting of soot on his work boots, but otherwise, he’s so clean and precise he might as well have stepped off a recruitment poster.

      “Morning,” he says, his eyes are different in daylight, less stormy, more focused.

      “Coffee?” I say, because I’m not actually a monster, and also because I need the excuse to turn my back.

      “I’m good.” He stands in the center of the room, refusing the invitation to sit, hands deep in his pockets, eyes tracing every movement I make.

      I finish pouring my cup and lean against the counter. “Find anything?”

      He tilts his head, and for a second, I remember every summer we spent on the high school debate team, arguing each other’s points so fiercely that the teacher had to separate us. “Accelerant. On the north side of the wall. Looks like gasoline.”

      A flicker of fear, then irritation, passes through me. “Kids screwing around, or are you expecting an old family nemesis to pop out of the hydrangeas?”

      He shrugs. “Maybe just kids. But the fire’s too clean for amateurs.

      I laugh, a brittle sound. “If you’re angling for a security system referral, I’ll save you the pitch. I don’t know how long I’m staying, I could be out of here in a week.”

      He moves in closer, dropping the sarcasm. “That’s the thing, Sophie. It doesn’t make sense. Nobody lights a fire for no reason, not on a property like this.”

      I stare him down, refusing to give ground. “Unless they’re bored. Or trying to send a message. Which would be a waste, because there’s nothing here to fight over anymore.”

      He holds my gaze. “You sure about that?”

      Something ugly bubbles up. “You think I’m being targeted? For what? Being the last Grant standing? News flash, Lucas, I peaked at seventeen, and I’m not interesting enough for conspiracy theories.”

      He sighs, but then he steps so close I can count the flecks of green in his blue eyes. “You never give yourself enough credit,” he says, voice dropping, “and you always downplay danger until it’s too late.”

      “And you always pretend you’re not enjoying the hero routine.” The words are out before I can snatch them back.

      He smiles, but it’s a knife-edge. “It’s not about being a hero.”

      “No?” I snort, crossing my arms. “Then what is it?”

      He looks at me, really looks, and for a second, all the fight goes out of him. “It’s about you. It always has been.”

      I’m thrown so hard I almost spill my coffee.

      “Bullshit,” I manage, but my voice comes out thin. “You don’t get to disappear for a decade and then act like you still know me.”

      He leans in, hands braced on either side of my shoulders, trapping me against the wall. His breath is warm, laced with the aftertaste of coffee and something sharper.

      “I never stopped knowing you. Never stopped caring.”

      I can’t breathe. Not with him this close, not with the echo of everything we never said.

      “Let me go,” I say, but my hands stay frozen at my sides.

      He doesn’t move, just stares at my mouth like he’s memorizing it for a test he’ll never have to take. “You want me to leave?”

      I do. I don’t. I hate that he can still short-circuit my brain with a single look.

      “Lucas.” It comes out as a warning, but also as a plea.

      He leans in, lips just a hair from mine. “Yeah?”

      I hate myself for it, but I don’t turn away.

      Then, as suddenly as he closed the distance, he pushes off the wall and takes two full steps back, as if he’s afraid of what might happen next.

      “We’re not kids anymore,” he says, roughly. “I can’t⁠—”

      I find my voice, shaky but alive. “You can’t what?”

      He laughs, but it’s a sound made of splinters. “I can’t keep doing this to myself.”

      There’s nothing left to say, so I watch him leave, footsteps heavy on the floorboards, the screen door banging behind him; it’s the period at the end of a bad sentence.

      

      For a long time after, I stay pressed against the wall, heart jackhammering, fingertips tingling with the memory of how close he got. I want to be furious at him, at myself, at the universe for orchestrating this rerun of our least graceful moments. Instead, I sip cold coffee and try to remember how to inhale without shaking.

      That night, after I’ve made a meal out of microwaved soup and resentment, I walk out to the mailbox. The air smells like wet leaves and char. Somewhere far off, a dog is barking, mournful and relentless. The box is empty except for a single envelope, curled and brown along the edges like it spent too long over a flame.

      No stamp, no address. Inside, a single scrap of paper:

      
        
        Leave while you still can.

      

      

      The handwriting is sharp, insistent. Ash falls away as I unfold it.

      For a moment, I just stand there, the note smoldering between my fingers, while the sound of the woods and the echo of Lucas’s voice fight for space in my head.

      This was supposed to be a brief detour, a week’s worth of paperwork and a thousand petty irritations, then freedom. But tonight, it feels like I’m in for the full burn.
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            Sparks and Silence

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lucas

      

      

      The overhead lights in the Willow Creek firehouse are the kind that hum even when they’re off, always a faint afterburn of energy stuck in the linoleum and cinderblock. I’m alone in the briefing room, where the only illumination is a crooked beam of late-afternoon sun and the greenish glow of my laptop’s screen saver. It’s not enough to read by, but I don’t bother fixing it. Makes it easier to ignore the stacks of paperwork, the fire scene diagrams, and the printouts of blackened wood all scattered across the desk in front of me.

      I stare down at the photos of what used to be Sophie Grant’s shed, flipping one over to catch the fluorescent post-it I’d scribbled at three this morning: Unnatural V-pattern, north wall, traces indicate fuel source. I take a red pen and circle the burn lines, drawing them tighter and tighter until the paper gives out and the felt tip leaks through. It’s the third time today I’ve done it, but the gesture never gets old—like if I squeeze the pen hard enough, I’ll wring the answer straight out of the ink.

      The room smells like instant coffee and fireman’s sweat. My own hands still carry the tang of smoke, no matter how many times I scrub. Each time I look at the evidence, the whole incident replays behind my eyes: the quick bloom of flame, the metallic taste in my throat, Sophie in the yard with her hair yanked into a crooked bun and her arms crossed tight, as if she could keep her entire history from burning down by sheer force of will.

      The radio crackles behind me. Some dispatcher is halfway through a weather update before cutting out, the signal garbled. It’s all white noise, but it fills the space enough to keep my thoughts from getting too loud.

      I shuffle the papers and hit the report again: Burn source low to the ground. Accelerant present. Substrate: aged wood and paint. There’s a pattern here, but it’s one I don’t want to see. I stare at the pixelated chemical analysis on the screen and feel a knot go hard and sour just below my sternum.

      The station’s chief—just a few years from retirement, and already acting like he’s dead to the world—sticks his head into the room. “Anything jump out at you, Hayes?”

      I keep my posture neutral, but my voice turns cold. “Classic pour pattern, probably gas. Not an accident.”

      He gives a noncommittal grunt and tips his chin at my laptop. “Any suspects?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. I’ll know more after I talk to the insurance guy.” I don’t mention that Sophie’s the only one on the property, or that I think she is the target.

      The chief watches me for a beat, then leaves without a word. I listen to his footsteps fade, then exhale for the first time in minutes.

      The next photo is a close-up of the shed’s entry point. I lean in until my nose nearly grazes the print, studying the way the paint blistered along the jamb. I can see the scaling of the paint, the old childhood carving into the wood of spirals and scratches. There’s no mistaking it, the kind of fire that moves like this is personal. Someone wanted to see it catch. I can almost picture the bastard, hunched in the shadow of the garden fence, lighter in one hand and the other tight on the red plastic canister.

      I’m so caught up in the geometry of destruction that the phone’s buzz nearly tips my coffee. I slap at it, half-expecting another department update, but the screen lights with a name I can’t ignore:

      

      Sophie Grant: We need to talk.

      

      I stare at it, thumb hovering, the blood in my ears so loud I’m surprised the radio can compete. For a second, I don’t move. Ten years ago, a message from her would’ve had me sprinting out of my own skin. Now, it feels like a dare, or maybe a warning.

      She texts again, before I even decide how to answer: Did you find something you’re not telling me?

      A small, involuntary smile twitches at the corner of my mouth. Even now, she knows how to get under my armor. I flick the phone face down and watch the screen pulse with unread alerts until it goes black. Instead of answering, I pick up the pen and set to work on the next photograph, my hand moving fast, angry. I mark up the floorboards, tracing the spill like a cartographer mapping out the last stand of a dying city.

      A rookie wanders past the open door, a pizza box in hand. He stops, looks at the forensic tornado on my desk, and makes a half-hearted attempt at humor. “Late night, Lieutenant?”

      “Not if I can help it,” I say, eyes never leaving the desk. “You need something?”

      He backs up, muttering, “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      The place empties out again. I can feel the shift as the station changes guards, one crew winding down and another arriving, their chatter carrying just enough to let me know I’m not completely alone. But in here, it’s just me and the ruins of an old shed, and the echo of Sophie’s voice in my head—dry, cutting, always two steps ahead.

      I try to focus on the facts. Standard procedure: establish timelines, gather witness statements, and run the labs. But I already know I’m not operating by the book. The accelerant pattern is wrong for an amateur prank; the ignition points are too precise, the aftermath almost surgical. It reeks of someone with a grudge, or maybe someone who wanted a message sent loud and clear.

      I scroll through the incident log, my jaw clenching when I see Sophie’s name next to mine in the response roster. It’s not the first time our paths have crossed in a blaze, but it’s the first time in years that the fire feels like an afterthought.

      

      The phone vibrates again. This time, I let it ring out.

      

      I lean back in the chair, running both hands over my face until my vision goes swimmy with afterimages. If I close my eyes, I can still see the way she looked at me through the haze of smoke and regret—like she expected me to fix something I broke a decade ago, and maybe she’s right.

      The pen hovers over the next printout, but my hand won’t move. I stare at the jagged edges of the burn, the black streaks spiderwebbing out from the origin point, and I see my own failure mapped out in negative space.

      Outside, the sky goes from gray to black without warning. It’ll be a long night, and I’ll probably still be here when the sun comes up, pretending I’m just doing my job. But I know the real reason I can’t let this go, and it has nothing to do with gasoline or accelerant patterns.

      

      I grab the phone, scroll up to the last message, and type out a reply that isn’t nearly enough:

      Come by the station in the morning. We’ll talk then.

      

      I hit send, and the ache in my chest eases, just a little. I tell myself I’ll sleep tonight. I tell myself a lot of things that don’t happen.

      

      I sit alone in the dark, waiting for the next fire.
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      The early morning cold creeps in through the seams of the firehouse, settling in the bones like a dare. I managed to get home for a shower and a quick kip, but I am back in before dawn, before the day shift clogs the lot with pickups and the first pot of coffee goes from burnt to black sludge. I have the place to myself, but it’s not a luxury; it’s a necessity. The only way I can stay ahead of the memories is by burying them under paperwork, and the shed fire’s incident file is already as thick as a cinder block.

      I’m at the conference table, sleeves rolled past the elbows, scanning through last night’s raw data when the outer door slams. The sound ricochets down the hallway, too sharp to be the wind or the cleaning crew. There’s a rhythm to the footsteps; they are deliberate, too quick for someone with nowhere to be at this hour. I look up, already knowing.

      Sophie rounds the corner in jeans and a windbreaker, hair twisted up in a savage knot, eyes glassy but focused. Her mouth is tight, and there’s residue of old mascara under her eyes, the way it always clung after a rough night. She carries a single manila envelope, burned at one end.

      She doesn’t waste a hello. “Did you get it?”

      I have to fight the urge to stand. “Get what?”

      Her hand shakes just a little as she slides the envelope across the table. The smell hits before it lands, a chemical, sooty tang that brings the shed fire right back to my sinuses. She waits, arms folded, daring me to dismiss it.

      I pull out the note. The handwriting is crude, the words gouged into the page like someone hated the pen almost as much as the recipient:

      
        
        Leave while you still can

      

      

      

      Even the letters look singed at the edges. Classic intimidation play, but the way her jaw locks, I know it’s working. I look up. “When?”

      “Last night late or early this morning. It was in the mailbox. No return address.” She swallows, audibly. “I’m guessing it’s related.”

      I nod, running my thumb along the charred paper. I don’t say what I’m thinking: That it’s too soon, too calculated. I can’t help noticing the similarity in the small doodle of a spiral on the page and the carving at the shed fire. That this isn’t the first time I’ve seen something like this, but it’s the first time I’ve cared so much about the target.

      Sophie stands there, rigid, as if she’s braced for me to laugh it off. “Do you think it’s the same person who lit the shed?”

      “I’d bet on it,” I say. “But arsonists don’t usually escalate to threats unless the threat was the purpose of the fire or unless they want attention.”

      She lets out a short, brittle sound. “Congratulations. They have it.”

      The room goes silent except for the drone of the overheads and the tick of the wall clock. She breaks first, crossing to the coffee machine and slamming in a new filter. “You said you’d walk the property. Find anything?”

      “Just confirmation. Someone poured gas along the north wall. Ignition was  simple, possibly lighter or matches, but nothing was left behind.” I hesitate, then add: “They knew what they were doing. This wasn’t random.”

      She processes that, staring into the carafe like it might reveal a secret. “Why me, Lucas? I haven’t lived here in ten years. I’m not even planning on staying.”

      I want to tell her I’ve been asking myself the same thing since the first time I saw her name pop up on a report again. Instead, I stick to facts. “You’re the only Grant left. Some people don’t like loose ends.”

      She turns, her face open but her gaze hard as granite. “Are you talking about my family, or yours?”

      The question lands harder than she intends. Maybe. Maybe not. I know she means the firehouse when she talks about my family.

      She pours coffee, but her hands are steady now, the adrenaline kicking in. She leans over the table, her voice pitched low so it doesn’t echo off the tile. “What are you not telling me?”

      I look at her, for a second, it’s high school again, the two of us in an empty gymnasium, arguing rules and consequences like there’s nothing else at stake. Only now, the stakes are everything.

      “Whoever did this wants you gone. That’s clear.”

      “But why?

      I exhale, staring at the walls, at the closed doors of all the things I don’t want to let out. “Small towns have long memories. Sometimes people get off on revenge for things that never even happened.”

      She narrows her eyes. “You sound like you know who it is.”

      I shake my head, but it’s not denial; it’s fatigue. “No. But I know how they think.”

      She stares me down, all the old stubbornness packed into that tiny frame. “And you’re still avoiding the real answer.”

      I push the note back to her, careful not to touch her hand. “I’m not. I just don’t have it yet.”

      She takes the envelope and tucks it under her arm, movements clipped. “Fine. I’ll keep watching my back. Thanks for nothing, Lieutenant.”

      She starts for the door, but something in me refuses to let her walk out angry. Not again. I follow, my boots thumping on the floor, and catch up to her in the hallway.

      “Sophie.”

      She stops, back rigid, and I lower my voice. “If you need protection⁠—”

      She spins, eyes blazing. “If I need protection, I’ll call the sheriff. You made it clear you’re not interested in that a long time ago.”

      The words slice straight to the bone. I can’t help myself. “You think I wanted to leave? You think I liked what happened?”

      She closes the gap, fury so bright it’s almost a relief. “I think you got scared. I think you ran.”

      I clench my fists to keep from grabbing her shoulders. “You don’t know everything that happened that night.”

      “Then tell me,” she says, quiet, but savage.

      But I can’t. Not here, not with the whole day shift about to spill in and watch us rip each other apart. Instead, I step back, breaking the line of sight, and point her toward the exit.

      She walks away, head high, never looking back.

      I stand there, spine pressed to the cinderblock, and wait for the room to stop spinning. It doesn’t.

      I know I’ll see her again. That’s the problem.

      The note still burns in my mind, its message as clear as the one she just delivered: leave, or everything goes up in smoke.

      

      I need air, and not the stale, chemical-laced variety that pools in the squad room. I duck out the back, into the narrow hallway that runs behind the main engine bay. The corridor always reminds me of a loading dock at a hospital, functional and antiseptic, a place designed for moving bodies fast and with no audience. I pace once, twice, trying to burn off the static in my muscles, but the conversation with Sophie keeps playing on a loop: her voice, her accusations, the raw pulse of old anger.

      A clatter down the far end of the hall makes me stop. For a second, I think I’m alone, but then I see a shadow flick past the storage closet. Sophie, hair wild, coat slung over her shoulder, walking like she just remembered an appointment she never wanted to keep. I catch her by the elbow without thinking, the way you’d stop someone from stepping in front of a train.

      She whips around, ready for a fight. “What?”

      I should say something measured, something that will settle her, but all that comes out is, “You shouldn’t leave alone.”

      She twists free. “Is that an order, Lieutenant?”

      The rank lands between us like a thrown punch. I see her breathing hard, cheeks flushed, fingers digging into the strap of her bag. It’s not the fear I expected, but something sharper.

      She moves to brush past, but I step into her path. The space between us shrinks to nothing—her back to the cinderblock wall, my hands braced to either side, palms pressed flat against the paint-spattered concrete. I’m aware of the heat bleeding off me, and the heat bleeding off her.

      Her eyes flick from my face to my chest to the floor, then up again. She’s defiant, always was, her chin is tipped, but I see the tremor in her throat.

      For a second, neither of us talks. It’s all in the breathing, the way her chest rises with each tight inhale, the way my own heart refuses to slow down.

      She says, “You gonna tell me the truth now, or is this just for show?”

      

      I know I should back off. We’re standing in the open, any rookie could wander by and see the two of us locked in this silent standoff, but I can’t move. I lean in, close enough to smell the coffee on her breath and the faint trace of shampoo.

      Her voice goes low. “Lucas. Let me go.”

      “I can’t,” I say, before I even register it as truth.

      Her face remains stone. “You need to decide which one of us you’re actually trying to protect.”

      It hits, somewhere between the ribs and the heart. I stare at her, see all the years stacked up in the lines around her eyes, the tired bravado, the refusal to break.

      I drop my head, just enough to bring our foreheads within a hair of touching. For a wild second, I think about kissing her—just once, to see if it’s still there, if all that unfinished business could be solved with a single, reckless move.

      But I don’t. Instead, I slam both hands against the wall and step back, the echo ringing down the corridor. She closes her eyes, just for a heartbeat, then opens them again, steady as glass.

      “I have work to do,” she says, voice level.

      I nod, but it’s more of a bow, and then I turn and walk away before she can see what’s left of my composure slip out from under me. The hallway stretches in front of me, long and empty, but I feel her presence behind me like a live wire.

      I don’t stop until I’m outside, sucking in lungfuls of real, bitter cold, hands shaking like a rookie’s first call. I wonder if she’s still standing there, staring after me, or if she’s already left me behind for good.

      Either way, the fire hasn’t gone out. Not by a long shot.

      

      It’s after dark when I finally step out of the station, I head to the grocery store, the lot nearly empty except for a couple of battered pickups and Sophie’s hatchback under a crooked streetlamp. I tell myself I’m just heading to the store for a six-pack and some bad dinner, but I know better. I know she’s out here somewhere, and that neither of us is going to sleep until this thing is over.

      I catch her in the corner of my eye as I cross the lot, moving fast and head down, a paper bag of groceries tucked against her ribs. The sodium lights overhead flicker in and out, casting her shadow long and then snapping it short with each pulse. She’s not watching for trouble; she’s watching for ghosts.

      I think about calling out, but my voice sticks. I hover by the curb, pretending to check my phone, tracking her steps. She fumbles for her keys at the driver’s side door, groceries shifting, one can rolling out and skittering across the asphalt. For a second, she sags against the door, all the fight from earlier bleeding out into the cold.

      

      Then she looks up and stops. Dead still.

      

      At first, I don’t see what’s wrong. Then I do.

      

      Somebody’s smeared a message across her windshield, letters spelled out in powdery black, ash, maybe, or fine soot from a chimney. The words slant up, big enough to read from the next county over:

      

      YOU’RE NEXT

      

      The phrase hits like a slap. Sophie doesn’t move, keys in hand, just staring at the words. The lights overhead strobe in time with her breathing, turning the letters into shadows that stretch and shudder across the car hood.

      She goes to wipe the message off, but her fingers hover just above the glass. I see them shaking, even from this far.

      I can’t hang back anymore. I cross the lot, shoes loud on the frostbitten pavement. She hears me, but doesn’t look away from the windshield.

      I say, “Apparently, the note wasn’t clear enough.”

      She winces, then forces a laugh. “Guess they thought I needed a visual aid.”

      I scan the surrounding lot, looking for a lingering presence—a figure in the shadows, the glow of a cigarette—but there’s nothing. Just us and the words. And another spiral.

      She finally scrapes her sleeve across the windshield, smearing the message into a black, oily cloud. “You think it’s a joke?”

      I shake my head. “This isn’t how jokers operate. They’d have slashed your tires or egged the paint. This is…calculated.”

      She looks at me, and for the first time all day, there’s no sarcasm left. “Do you think they’re watching us right now?”

      I want to say no, to give her some kind of comfort, but lying to her never did either of us any good. “I don’t know,” I say. “But I’m not going to let them scare you off.”

      A muscle jumps in her jaw. “What if I want to be scared off? What if that’s the smartest move?”

      I step in close, close enough that the ghost of the message is still visible over her shoulder, faint but stubborn. “You’re not leaving,” I say. “Not like this.”

      She looks away, and I catch the glint of tears, but she blinks them down hard.

      I want to reach out to touch her shoulder or her hair, but I don’t; I open the car door for her and load the groceries in, a clumsy gesture that makes us both smile in spite of everything.

      When she gets in, she pauses, one foot still on the ground. “You coming with me, Lieutenant, or am I on my own from here?”

      There’s no heat to it, no challenge—just a need. It’s enough to crack me right down the middle.

      “I’m with you,” I say.

      She starts the car, and I watch the taillights drift away, red haze dissolving in the dark. I wait until the parking lot is empty before I head home, pulse pounding, adrenaline burn riding just under the skin.

      It’s not over. Not even close.

      But for the first time, I know I’m not fighting it alone.
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            Burned Bridges

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sophie

      

      

      It’s not far. That’s the sick part, how close it all is, the graveyard of my former life, barely a mile from the house I’m supposed to be sorting, selling, and eventually forgetting. Every time I drive past the turnoff on Sycamore, I can feel it lurking beyond the line of trees, that cleared rectangle of land, the outline of home still faintly stamped on the earth like a phantom limb. My therapist in the city used to call it “exposure therapy.” She said, “If you walk the old ground enough times, it’ll lose its power.” She never said how many times that took.

      The road is worse than I remember. Deep ruts from winter plows, a slop slick with moss, the trees above knitting into a canopy that dims the already sullen daylight. I park at the break in the fence, angle the car so that I can make a fast getaway if needed, and kill the engine. For a second, I just sit, keys gripped so hard the fob leaves a dent in my palm, then force myself out.

      There’s no house, not anymore. Just the twisted suggestion of where it once squatted, the bones picked clean by salvage crews years ago. The only things left are the foundation—cracked, sunken, tattooed with the initials of kids who came here to drink or fuck or both—and the wild riot of plants that have claimed it. Goldenrod and thistle, burdock taller than my head, and everywhere, little white flowers that refuse to care about history. The ruins have been scrubbed free of warning tape of “No Trespassing signs; it’s as if the town finally decided even the memory was bad luck.

      The air smells of rain, though none has fallen yet. I tell myself this is an ordinary walk, a data-gathering mission. I don’t notice my hands shaking until I’m halfway up the drive.

      I step over the old threshold, the cracked rectangle where the front door once hung. I used to think it was the best part of the house, the way it opened to the world with a sound like a summer storm, the way the hinges squealed if you pushed hard enough. Now it’s a border between two universes: the normal one, and this, a bubble of suspended time.

      The first memory hits hard and out of nowhere. The sound of a dog barking, echoing over the yard. I see the yard as it was: green, uneven, the grass always longer than my mother wanted, the maple tree’s lower branches raw from where I stripped the bark. Then I blink and the yard is gone, replaced by the upthrust stalks of milkweed and bindweed, the branches stripped bare by winter and wind.

      I move through the ruins as if casing a crime scene. Step, pause, scan the ground. I spot the warped outline of the old kitchen slab, a few rusted pipes jutting up where the sink used to be. I remember the way the faucet ran rusty for a full minute before settling, the way the morning light would hit that wall, butter yellow, enough to make even cold cereal taste warm.

      Another step, and the ground under me shifts. For a second, the air is thick with smoke—the real kind, not the polite memory version. It’s in my mouth and nose, in my eyes, until I nearly stagger sideways. I press a hand to my throat and will it away, but the echo is insistent: the screaming, the heat, the taste of melting plastic and burning insulation. My head buzzes with it.

      I force myself forward, following the plan, tracing the path from the front door to what used to be my bedroom. It’s just dirt and weeds now, a rectangle shape leveled by the fire crew, but I can still see the shape of it: the pink rug, the dresser with the cracked mirror, the window I used to crawl through on summer nights when I was desperate for air.

      I kneel, though the ground is muddy and half-frozen. The sky’s gotten heavier, gray on gray, the kind of weather that makes you think twice about going out at all. I dig my fingers into the earth, expecting to find only stones and roots, but there’s a shock of something hard and flat. I scrape the soil away and uncover a chunk of charred wood, black as onyx but still showing the grain where my father’s hand had sanded it smooth. The remains of my old bedframe. The last time I saw it, it was on fire.

      The shaking comes back. I tell myself I’m just cold, but the tremors run deeper. I press the blackened wood to my chest, ignoring the smear it leaves on my jacket.

      I let the memory play out, because I know I have to. The way the night tasted—like an electric storm and panic. The way my mother’s arms felt, rough with fear, dragging me down the stairs. The way I looked back just in time to see Lucas—ten years younger, so cocky he barely seemed real—charging through the flames, his face raw and set, eyes locked on me like he could will me to safety.

      And then the way he vanished, a wall of smoke swallowing him whole.

      I was the first one out of the house, but the last one to stop screaming.

      When I finally let go of the wood, my hands are black and raw. I wipe them on my jeans, then stand, vision flickering with black spots. The rain hasn’t started, but the sky promises it’s coming.

      I walk the perimeter one last time, checking for ghosts. I half-expect to see Lucas’s shadow behind the trees, or maybe my own reflection ten years gone, running wild and unscarred through the weeds.

      When I leave, I don’t look back. But I can feel the site watching me, holding on to every molecule of smoke I ever breathed.

      I slam the car door, shove the keys into the ignition, and sit until the ache in my hands dulls. The engine turns over on the second try.

      As I pull away, the first drops of rain hit the windshield, erasing the view behind me one watery line at a time.

      
      
        
        Lucas

      

      

      
      The firehouse at shift change is pure entropy. Boots thud the length of the hallway, some jackass has left a puddle at the bay entrance, and the air vibrates with the smell of diesel and floor polish. All of it hums at the edge of my hearing, just enough to keep me from going completely feral from staring at computer screens for six straight hours.

      I’m in the back office with my own personal archive of nightmares: the department’s digital incident logs, stretching back further than I care to count. Most guys prefer the hands-on work—tool checks, hose drills, the satisfying thunk of loading gear—but I’ve always been the one idiot who gets high off database access. The logic, the order. It’s supposed to make sense. Except it doesn’t.

      I have three windows open on my laptop, each one a different layer of the same problem. Window One: the official report of the Grant house fire, May 17, ten years ago. Window Two: the backup logs, time-stamped and cold as a coroner’s toe tag, but not matching the version I just pulled from the main system. Window Three: a log of every access to that file in the past month.

      Someone’s been poking around. Repeatedly. And not from my desk.

      I write it down: 4/7, 4/10, 4/14, 4/18, always after midnight, always from a remote login. I don’t recognize the username, but the IP pings back to a county library branch on the other side of town. I’m not paranoid enough to believe in hackers, but I’ve seen enough inside jobs to know a diversion when I spot one.

      I scribble a note on a Post-It, then crumple it and start over. My hand is steadier now than it was ten years ago—less adrenaline, more cold math.

      The rest of the station is gearing up for a response drill, but I keep my ass planted and eyes on the prize. I highlight the critical lines in the fire report:

      - “Origin: first floor, northeast quadrant.”

      - “Accelerant traces: negative.”

      -“Occupants escaped, one responder injured during search.”

      A liar’s matrix, if you know what you’re looking for.

      I compare it to the version from the backup, and there it is: a sentence missing from the new copy. I print both, grab a red pen, and draw a box around the line:

      “Unidentified secondary accelerant odor noted upon entry, source indeterminate.”

      I stare at the two sheets, side by side. The difference is small, but it’s enough to make the hair on my forearms rise. Someone went to the trouble of cleaning the file. Recently.

      A shadow falls across the desk. The Chief, his shirt is untucked, face red from too much coffee, he approaches and leans over my shoulder.

      “You tracking the pizza receipts, Hayes, or you actually working?”

      I flip the printouts over. “Just reconciling last month’s fire logs. There’s a few inconsistencies.”

      He snorts. “That time of year, huh? We get the prank calls, you get the paper cuts.”

      I tap the laptop. “Actually, it’s not a prank. Old files keep getting opened from outside the department. At night.”

      He shrugs, unconcerned. “Probably just IT doing backups. Or the insurance people. Nothing worth losing sleep over.”

      I don’t buy it, and he knows it, but the Chief has his own brand of protocol. “If you have a minute, you can help with inventory,” he says, and he’s already moving on, leaving the smell of burnt coffee in his wake.

      I wait until he’s out of sight, then bring the laptop closer. I search the username again, now looking for similar logins on recent fires. And damned if it doesn’t show up on the shed fire last week—the same one that put Sophie in danger.

      I log the information in my notebook. Someone wants to rewrite the story, and they’re not subtle.

      A rookie stumbles past the office, helmet clutched under his arm like a toddler’s stuffed animal. He gives me a nervous look, as if he’s heard I am digging in places I shouldn’t. I ignore him.

      For the next hour, I cross-reference every incident connected to the Grant family, every suspicious note, every threatening message. The pattern is too clean, the targeting too specific. Whoever it is, they’re not just lighting fires—they’re erasing footprints, too.

      By the time the drill kicks off in the bay, I’ve lost all sense of time. I keep coming back to the same lines in the report, the red-inked boxes, the words that aren’t supposed to be there. It gnaws at me, the possibility that we missed something the first time around, or worse, that someone made sure we did.

      I sit back in the chair, stare at the computer, and let the noise of the station wrap around me like insulation. I can feel the pull in my gut—the old need to chase the problem until it’s cornered and begging for air.

      I’m not done. Not by a long shot.

      I flip the page in my notebook, label it: GRANT CASE, and start making a list of the people who might want to set history on fire.

      
      
        
        Sophie

      

      

      
      It happens fast, the way all disasters do. One minute I’m scrolling through emails in the living room, the next I’m transfixed by the siren song of fire engines screaming down the road in front of my house. There are more of them than I’ve heard at once—an entire convoy, lights strobing so hard they paint the ceiling red through double-paned glass. I stand and watch, numb, then they veer off toward the border of my old house.

      If I were a better person, I’d call someone to ask what’s happening, or wait until it was on the country town grapevine tomorrow. But I just grab a hoodie, slip on my boots, and head into the night drawn forward as if by gravity.

      There’s a crowd forming at the fence line, the usual gathering of Lookie-Loos, phones aimed at the sky, faces lit up with the kind of hunger you only see in people who want something to break up the boredom. I recognize half the faces, but none of them recognize me, at least not until I edge closer and someone mutters my name, the syllables stretched thin with disbelief.

      I ignore them, push past, and see the scene: the old Linder barn, fully engulfed, the top story already collapsed in on itself, flames churning upward like a vision of hell. The grass around it is lit up like an alien landing. It should be impossible to see this much fire without the heat, but the wind is high, carrying it away from the crowd, the smoke trailing off in a lazy banner across the fields.

      I can’t see Lucas right away, but I know he’s here. He’d never pass up
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      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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