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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, captivity, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, arson, childhood trauma related to parental death by fire, institutional failure, power imbalance, morally grey characters, explicit language, and dark romantic dynamics involving confinement and coercion. The MMC is not a safe hero. The FMC is not a safe heroine. If you need your love stories fireproof, put this one down. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys
"Slow Burn" — Kacey Musgraves
"Cherry" — Lana Del Rey
"Fire on Fire" — Sam Smith
"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey
"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak
"Bloody Mary" — Lady Gaga
"Heathens" — Twenty One Pilots
"Sunlight" — Hozier
"Arsonist's Lullaby" — Hozier
"Girl on Fire" — Alicia Keys
"Burning" — Whitest Boy Alive

"I didn't fall in love with the fire. I fell in love with the man who wasn't afraid to stand in it."

— Adeline Rourke, The Burning Architecture

For the ones who carry matches they'll never light. You know who you are. So does he.
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THE CEILING FAN ABOVE the bar had been dead for three days. Someone had taped a handwritten sign to the pull chain: BROKEN — PRAY FOR WIND. Nobody prayed. Nobody left either. San Luis Obispo in July was a slow roast with a liquor license, and the regulars at Callahan's had made their peace with perspiration the way Catholics make peace with guilt — early, completely, and with alcohol.

I sat at the far end of the counter with a beer I wasn't drinking and a napkin I was shredding into a small white snowfall on the lacquered wood. The bartender had stopped checking on me twenty minutes ago. I had that effect. Something about the way I sat, the way I held my mouth, communicated a frequency most people found easier to walk around than walk into. Fine by me. I wasn't here for conversation.

I was here because my car's radiator had surrendered on the 101 and the mechanic two blocks over said Thursday, maybe Friday. I was here because the motel across the street didn't have air conditioning either, and at least Callahan's had cold beer and the illusion of company. I was here because I'd been driving south for three months with no destination, and when you drive long enough without aiming, you end up in bars that smell like spilled lager and surrender, listening to strangers.

Two of them sat four stools to my left. Firefighters. Off-duty, but the profession clung to them in the way they carried their shoulders and the way they drank — measured, watchful, never quite relaxed. County shirts. CalFire patches on a jacket draped over the neighboring stool. They'd been talking for an hour. I hadn't been listening.

Then one of them said the word arson, and my ears did what my ears always do. Locked in. Turned the volume dial on everything else to zero.

"Two years ago next month," the taller one said. He had a sunburn across his nose and the voice of a man who'd swallowed smoke more than once. "Garza fire. You remember?"

"Rural Arroyo Seco, right? The family."

"Father was dead when he got there. Smoke inhalation, hallway floor. The girl was in the back bedroom. Seven years old. He went through the window, got her out, came back around front for the mother."

The second firefighter set his beer down. "That's the one who went back in."

"Volunteer. Station 7. Name's Ravenscroft. Big guy, quiet. Built like he pours concrete for a living, which he basically does. Fire barriers, defensible space, that whole operation." The tall one shook his head slowly. "He carried the girl out and she was screaming and he put her down on the grass and he went back in. The structure was fully involved on the east side. Dispatch was yelling at him on the radio. He went in anyway."

I picked up my beer. The glass was warm. I drank anyway.

"The mother?"

"Elena Garza. Eighteen feet from the front door. A beam came down. Got his arm." The tall firefighter traced a line from his wrist to his elbow on his own skin. "Second-degree, some third. He dragged himself out. She didn't make it."

Silence. The kind that has weight. The second man drank.

"Arson?"

"Confirmed. Lighter fluid on the east exterior wall. Ignition point under the kitchen window. Drifter, they figured. Someone passing through. Never caught."

"And the volunteer? Ravenscroft?"

The tall one finished his beer and set the empty glass down with the careful precision of a man who'd said more than he planned to. "Still out there. Still volunteering. Built his place up on the ridge above PCH, twelve acres, middle of nowhere. Cleared a defensible perimeter around that property like he's expecting God to throw the next match personally." A pause. "I heard he visits the girl. Lina. She's with her aunt now in Ventura. He brings her books."

I set my beer down. The napkin in my lap was confetti. My fingers were still shredding, pulling fiber from fiber in a rhythm I didn't control, a rhythm that lived somewhere below thought, below decision, in the part of me that understood destruction at a cellular level.

A man who ran into fire.

I turned that sentence over the way I turned a piece of old-growth lumber, checking the grain for hidden stress, for the fault line where the break would come. A man who ran into fire. A man who carried a child out and went back for the mother and lost her and wears the scar and still builds walls against the thing that beat him.

I had spent twelve years running from fire, toward fire, around fire, inside fire. I had watched it eat structures I chose with the calm of a surgeon selecting a vein. I had smelled my own history in every blaze — the sweet-sick char of pine framing, the chemical bite of accelerant, the particular silence that follows the moment a house stops being a house and becomes fuel. I had never burned a living thing. I had never endangered a person. I held that line the way a high-functioning addict holds the belief that controlled use is still control.

But I had never met someone who ran the other direction. Who charged the flame instead of feeding it.

The firefighters paid their tab and left. The door swung shut behind them. The dead ceiling fan watched me from above like a question I couldn't answer.

I pulled my phone from my back pocket. The screen was cracked across one corner, a spiderweb fracture from when I'd dropped it at a gas station outside Paso Robles three weeks ago. Three weeks and a lifetime. I opened the browser. I typed the name letter by letter, slow, the way you handle something that might be loaded.

J-U-D-D R-A-V-E-N-S-C-R-O-F-T.

The search returned very little. A county volunteer roster, six years old. A permit filing for a residential fire barrier in Arroyo Seco. A property record linked to an address on a ridge road above Pacific Coast Highway. Twelve acres. One structure. One access road.

I saved the address. I closed the phone. I finished my beer.

The bartender came back. "Another?"

"No." I stood. I left cash on the counter, enough for the beer and the mess of napkin I'd made. "Can I borrow a pen?"

He handed me a ballpoint. I wrote the address on the inside of my wrist, below the burn scar. Blue ink on pale skin, the numbers slightly crooked because my hand wasn't steady. Hadn't been steady in twelve years. Not since I was fourteen and standing at the front door of a house in Savannah with my palm on the knob and the metal already too hot and the smoke coming through the seams like the house was breathing its last breath and my mother was on the other side of that breath and I couldn't turn the knob because my hand was melting to it and someone pulled me back, someone's arms around my waist, and I screamed a sound I've never made again.

I gave the pen back. I walked out into the San Luis Obispo heat, which sat on my shoulders like a sentence I'd earned.

Four hundred miles south. A ridge above the Pacific. A man who built walls against fire and carried a girl named Lina out of the smoke and lost the woman he went back for.

I didn't know yet that I would drive those four hundred miles. I didn't know I would park at the base of his access road and hike the hill at dusk with a bottle of lighter fluid and a Bic in my back pocket. I didn't know I would pick the east slope because the wind favored it, because the dry sage would carry the flame fast enough to be visible from his porch, because some part of me that was older and more honest than my thinking mind understood that the only way to meet a man who runs into fire is to give him something to run toward.

I knew only this: I was twenty-six years old. I had been burning since I was fourteen. Every fire I set was a recreation of the one I couldn't stop, a floor plan I drew on receipts and napkins and the insides of my own eyelids. Five rooms. A hallway. A circle where my mother's body was found. An X on the front door where my hand fused to brass and a stranger tore me away from the only rescue that mattered.

And now there was a man who went back in.

A man who covered eighteen feet of burning hallway for a woman he didn't know.

I wanted to see his hands. I wanted to see if they looked like mine. I wanted to know if the scar on his arm matched the scar on my palm the way two halves of a broken plate match, the fracture line evidence of the same impact.

I wanted to be caught by someone who would understand what I was saying when I burned.

The mechanic fixed my radiator on Thursday. I paid in cash. I drove south on the 101 with the windows down and the address on my wrist smudging in the heat, the ink migrating into my skin like a decision that had already been made, had been made for twelve years, had been made the night a fourteen-year-old girl stood at a burning door and learned that the people who are supposed to save you sometimes don't, and the fire doesn't care, and the only power left is the match in your hand.

Four hundred miles.

I didn't stop once.

ACT I

KINDLING
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Brushfire

VESPER
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THE SAGE CAUGHT FASTER than I expected.

Dry brush has a sound when it takes flame, a sound most people never learn because most people have the good sense not to crouch on a hillside at eleven PM with lighter fluid on their fingers and a prayer in their throat that isn't really a prayer. It's more of a hiss. A quick, greedy inhale, like the earth has been holding its breath for weeks and you just gave it permission to exhale. The scrub grass curled black at the edges. The flame crawled outward in a low, purposeful line, reading the slope the way I read it, following the path of least resistance toward the ridgeline where the dead yucca stood like scarecrows against a sky the color of old bruises.

I wiped my hands on my jeans and stepped back.

The fire was small. Contained. A controlled rectangle of flame moving through fuel I'd already assessed: dry sage, brittle chamise, dead grass that crumbled when you stepped on it. No structures in the ignition path. No livestock. I'd walked this hillside twice before tonight, once at dusk to check the fuel load and once at dawn to confirm the wind pattern. Northeast to southwest, steady at four miles per hour, pushing the flame toward open scrub and away from the tree line. The terrain broke two hundred yards upslope in a natural firebreak, a band of exposed granite where nothing grew. The fire would climb to the rock and die.

I knew this. I knew the fuel, the wind, the topography, the moisture content of the soil, the dew point, the relative humidity. I knew the science the way a surgeon knows anatomy. Precisely, coldly, and with a complete understanding that knowledge does not make the act moral.

I crouched and watched the flame and I felt the thing I always feel, the thing I've never been able to name because naming it would mean admitting it exists, which would mean admitting that a woman who lights fires for the relief it gives her is something other than a woman with a bad habit. It lived in my chest. Below the sternum, behind the ribs, in the cavity where other people keep their faith or their fear. A loosening. A release of pressure so total it bordered on physical, like a joint popping back into its socket after years of dislocation. My breathing slowed. My vision sharpened. The tightness that lived between my shoulder blades from the moment I woke to the moment I slept unwound like a fist opening.

I was calm. I was present. I was the worst version of myself, and she was the only version that didn't hurt.

The headlights came from below.

Not from the road. From the access track that cut across the lower slope, a dirt path I'd assumed was abandoned because the gate at the bottom was unlocked and the weeds grew waist-high through the tire ruts. A truck. Heavy, diesel, climbing the grade with the confidence of someone who'd driven it a thousand times. The headlights swept the hillside like searchlights, caught the smoke, locked on.

The engine cut. A door opened. Boots on gravel.

I should have run. I had fifteen seconds, maybe twenty, before whoever owned those boots cleared the rise and saw me. My car was parked a half mile down the public road. I could disappear into the scrub, down the west slope, through the drainage ditch, and be on the highway before the fire department arrived. I'd done it before. Six times in three months. Seven, if you counted the grass fire outside Santa Maria that I started and extinguished myself because the wind shifted and I wasn't willing to let it go where I hadn't planned.

I didn't run.

I stood up. I faced the headlights. I held my ground on a burning hillside like a woman waiting for sentencing, and some part of me, some ancient and exhausted part that predated the lighter fluid and the careful scouting and the twelve-year compulsion, thought: Finally.

He came over the rise at a pace that wasn't running but wasn't walking. A man built for function, wide through the shoulders, heavy through the arms, moving with the economy of someone who'd responded to emergencies enough times that urgency had become a gear he shifted into without visible effort. He wore a T-shirt and jeans and boots that were already dirty, and he carried a shovel in one hand the way another man might carry a briefcase.

He saw the fire first. Assessed it in two seconds, the way I had. Small, contained, moving upslope toward the granite break. Manageable. His shoulders dropped one degree. Not relief. Recalculation.

Then he saw me.

He stopped. Six feet away. The firelight caught his face and gave it to me in fragments. Jaw. Cheekbones. Eyes the color of something I couldn't name in the dark. A scar running from his left wrist up under his sleeve. I could see the scar because his forearms were bare and the fire threw enough light to read by. Wide hands around the shovel handle. Knuckles that had met hard surfaces more than once.

He looked at me. He looked at the lighter fluid on my jeans. He looked at the fire.

He didn't reach for a phone.

The calculation happened behind his eyes, and I watched it the way you watch a lock turning. Each tumbler falling into place. Woman. Alone. Hillside. Accelerant. Fire. Middle of the night. No vehicle visible. He ran through the options and I saw him discard them one by one: not an accident, not a campfire, not a lost hiker with a signal flare. He arrived at the answer the way I arrive at a wall stud behind plaster. By knowing what's supposed to be there and registering its absence.

"You lit this."

His voice was lower than I expected. Rougher. Not angry. Certain.

I said nothing. My hands hung at my sides. The Bic was in my left fist. I could feel the warm plastic against my burn scar.

He drove the shovel into the dirt. Walked past me. Stamped out the fire's leading edge with his boots, methodical, thorough, working the perimeter the way I would have, the way someone works who understands that fire is not a surface event but a system of roots and oxygen and stored heat. He kicked soil onto the flame line. He checked for hot spots with his palm held six inches above the ground. He spent four minutes killing what I'd built, and he did it with the focus of a man dismantling a bomb.

When it was done, when the last ember was grey and the hillside smelled like carbon and regret, he walked back to me. He held out his hand.

Not for a handshake. Palm up, fingers open, the gesture absolute.

I looked at his hand. I looked at his face. His expression was patient and absolute. The face of a man who had already decided what was going to happen and was offering me the courtesy of arriving at the same conclusion on my own.

I put the Bic in his palm.

His fingers closed over mine for one second. Not gently. The pressure was a statement, his callouses against my burn scar, and the contact lasted long enough for me to feel his pulse through his fingertips. Steady. Controlled. The heartbeat of someone who was not afraid of me.

He pocketed the lighter. He pointed toward his truck with the shovel.

"Get in."

"No."

"That wasn't a question."

"It wasn't an answer either."

He looked at me the way a man looks at a structural crack in a load-bearing wall. Not with anger. With the understanding that this is a problem that will not fix itself and will only get worse with time.

"You have two choices," he said. "Get in my truck, or I call the Ventura County Fire Marshal and you explain to him why you're standing on private property at midnight with accelerant on your clothes. Pick one."

I picked the truck.

He drove in silence. The road was a single-lane dirt track that wound through scrub and oak for a quarter mile before a house appeared. Not what I expected. I'd imagined something rough, a cabin or a trailer, a man-on-a-hill structure. This was built. A ranch-style house with clean lines and a wide porch, surrounded by a perimeter of cleared earth so precise it looked surveyed. No vegetation within thirty feet of the structure. Gravel paths. A metal roof. The kind of house a man builds when he's planning for the fire that hasn't come yet.

He parked. Cut the engine. Got out. Came around to my side and opened the door, which I did not need him to do and which he did not do out of courtesy. He did it because opening the door meant standing in the gap between the truck and the night, and standing in the gap meant I had to pass him to get out, and passing him meant I was going where he was going.

Inside.

The house was dark and clean and hotter than the outside air, which shouldn't have been possible but was. The air conditioning hummed from somewhere deep in the structure, laboring. He locked the front door. Not a deadbolt throw. A key turn. He put the key in his pocket with my lighter.

I stood in his living room. A couch. A kitchen through an open doorway. A hallway leading to rooms I couldn't see. The whole space smelled like coffee and pine and something metallic I couldn't place.

He pointed at the couch.

"You can have that. You can have water. You can't have an explanation until you give me one."

I sat down because my knees were shaking, not because he told me to. I would make that distinction for as long as it mattered, which was already not very long.

He filled a glass of water from the kitchen tap and set it on the coffee table in front of me. He stood over me for three seconds. He was taller up close, and wider, and the scar on his arm was longer than I'd thought, disappearing into his sleeve like a secret with a second chapter.

He turned off the lights. He sat in the kitchen doorway with the shovel across his knees, and he watched me the way a man watches a fire that's been contained but not extinguished.

I closed my eyes. The last thing I saw was his hands around the shovel handle. Scarred knuckles. Calloused palms. Hands that killed fire for a living, holding a tool and watching a woman who made it.

I didn't sleep.

Neither did he.
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Perimeter

JUDD
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FOUR HOURS. THAT'S how long she sat upright on my couch with her boots on and her eyes closed and her breathing too controlled to be sleep. I counted. Not because I was keeping watch, though I was. Because counting was the only thing keeping my hands on the shovel and my feet on the kitchen tile and my common sense somewhere in the vicinity of my skull, which was where common sense needed to be when you had an arsonist on your couch and a phone in your pocket and a list of reasons to call dispatch that grew longer with every minute you didn't.

I didn't call.

I sat in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room and I watched her the way I assess a fire perimeter at three AM when the wind has shifted and the containment line I trusted an hour ago is suddenly a suggestion instead of a guarantee. I watched her hands. They were in her lap, palms down on her thighs, and even in the dark I could see the shape of them. Long fingers. Short nails. Carpenter's hands, I thought, though I didn't know why that word surfaced instead of arsonist's hands or criminal's hands or the hands of a woman I should have reported four hours ago. There was a scar across the back of her left hand. Not new. The skin had settled over whatever damage it covered, smoothed and thickened the way scar tissue does when
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