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1

Freddy Grogan stared at the burning forest in awe, feeling the almost sexual release racing through his body as he watched the flames twist and spiral through the trees. Embers flew high into the air and drifted like shooting stars.

With its aluminized exterior, the proximity suit he wore made him look like he’d been cast in silver. More than that, he felt like a god striding through the forest. A god of fire-breathing dragons. He smiled inside his aluminized helmet and scoured the forest for more targets.

Back in high school, the jocks and the preps had bullied and tormented him. He’d never had a moment’s peace. They’d worked hard to make his life miserable, including saddling him with the nickname “Gorgon.” The assholes hadn’t even understood that a gorgon was a female monster.

The birthmark that obscured the left side of Freddy’s face and pulled his eye into a tight slant was something that couldn’t have been fixed even if Freddy’s parents had had the money. They hadn’t. His father was a junk dealer, owned a junkyard south of Ashland. Freddy had grown up there pulling parts from cars, refrigerators, and vacuum cleaners, all kinds of stuff nobody wanted anymore.

As it turned out, Freddy discovered he was a hell of an inventor with those leftover scraps. Maybe even Peter Parker smart. Not as smart as Tony Stark or Reed Richards or Bruce Banner, but he did okay for himself.

Then he’d gone to his uncle Bob’s funeral. Who knew Freddy’s old man had even had a brother? His old man had gone to his brother’s house sniffing around for some kind of inheritance. Hadn’t gotten anything, though. But Freddy had found out that his uncle had been a fire fighter, which was pretty cool.

What Freddy had really liked, though, was the fire proximity suit his uncle’s old lady had tossed out. Freddy had kept the fire proximity suit, drawn by the silvery gleam of it. He’d rigged up a flamethrower after that, a length of pipe that fed off pressurized propane and natural gas and was capable of laying down a twenty-foot burn. The pipe was harnessed to his shoulder and slung under his arm. When he pulled the trigger, the compressed gas belched out and caught fire like a dragon’s breath.

It was totally cool.

He’d ended up setting fires over the last eighteen months, each one bigger than the last. He’d incinerated squirrels, raccoons, and even a deer he’d managed to catch unawares. Bambi had fled through the forest like a four-legged comet until the flames enveloped him and dropped him like a rock.

That had been totally righteous.

Freddy had intended to do a little hunting tonight. The sheriff’s department and the park rangers had gotten suspicious about the three fires he’d set the last month. Freddy knew he’d have to be careful. Except he couldn’t. It had been only three days since his last fire, and now that he’d started tonight, he just couldn’t seem to stop himself.

Come out and play, little fire god! Come burn the world! Watch it cringe and crisp!

He was just about to retrace his steps to his El Camino when he saw Tyler Ewing’s SUV in the brush ahead. The vehicle was instantly recognizable due to the custom paint job, which ran from ice blue to cherry red, transitioning from one color to the other till it reached the rear bumper.

Go to it, my friend. Release all that pent-up anger. You’ll feel ever so much better when you do.

Freddy couldn’t remember when he’d first started hearing that dark whisper in the back of his mind. Maybe it had always been there and had just gotten louder and louder until he couldn’t help but hear it. He didn’t know, but he was listening now.

Unwilling to stop, drawn by a lust he’d never before known, Freddy crept through the brush. Ten feet from the SUV, he halted and stared into the vehicle.

Tyler Ewing had been a big deal on the high school football field. People were talking like he was gonna be another Eli Manning or something. Big dumb quarterback couldn’t hack it in college, though. His wad had been shot and he hadn’t known it. Of course, daddy still had an office job back at the car dealership for Tyler. So old Tyler had made out just fine for himself, and he was still chasing the chicks at the high school even though he was seven years older than them.

Standing there in the woods, Freddy remembered all the cutting remarks, the shoves, the pushes, the punches that caught him from nowhere when he hadn’t been looking. Tyler Ewing had brought a lot of pain to Freddy’s world.

Tyler wasn’t alone in the SUV. He was making out with some blonde who Freddy also recognized from school. The dashboard lights revealed them both. Cindy something. She was a couple of years younger, a sophomore when they were seniors.

Now her shirt was hiked up, and Freddy had an eyeful of breasts some plastic surgeon had sculpted to perfection. She was married to another guy who had been on the football team. As Freddy remembered, Tyler and Cindy had kind of had a thing for each other for about a minute.

Evidently that thing hadn’t gone away. Inside the SUV, Cindy drew back from Tyler, started pulling her top back into place, and looked alarmed. Freddy realized she’d seen him, and he enjoyed the fact that she’d gotten scared by him. That was kind of cool.

What wasn’t cool was the way Tyler came out of the cab with a tire iron. On his own, Tyler was scary. He stood six feet four and was broad across the shoulders. He’d put on a gut, but that didn’t make him less tough. The tire iron in his fist more than made up for whatever he’d lost in lean and mean.

“Who the hell are you?” Tyler’s voice was loud, threatening.

Only now Freddy wasn’t afraid.

Tyler squinted, and Freddy realized that the light from the forest fires was illuminating the inside of his helmet. Tyler could see him.

“Gorgon? Is that you? You think this is Halloween or something, you freaking pervert?”

Don’t let him get away with that, the voice cooed inside his head. He’s nothing to you tonight. Show ol’ Tyler he’s done messed with the wrong guy. Give ’im a squirt!

Freddy smiled as the fear left him. “No, man. This here’s a cookout.” He triggered the flamethrower and a jet of flames spewed out and flowed across Tyler’s crotch. “Welcome to the wienie roast.”

Tyler screamed hoarsely, dropped the tire iron to the ground, and beat at the flames with both hands while dancing around like… well, like his crotch was burning up. Freddy shot him with another burst of flames, hitting him in the face this time. Tyler’s hair ignited in a rush and his face sprouted blisters and started melting. His screams died the second he inhaled and seared his lungs.

Inside the SUV, Cindy picked up the chorus, screaming louder than Tyler ever could. For a moment, she couldn’t move. Then she dove for the door, trying for the handle to lock herself in.

C’mon. Light her up. You know you want to. Give ’er a squirt!

Freddy pushed Tyler away, not even feeling the heat of the flames that wrapped the guy. Man, the suit was awesome. Freddy could walk through fire in it. He caught the door before Cindy could pull it shut and yanked it open. He smiled at her.

“Hey, Cindy.”

She couldn’t speak. He liked that; it gave him a warm, cuddly feeling like a soft blanket pulled over him.

“You know, back in school, everybody always thought you were pretty hot. I always thought you were, too, and I even told you that. You just thought I was a creep. Well, let’s see how hot you can really get.” Freddy lifted the flamethrower and filled the SUV’s interior with flames that pressed against the windows and cracked the glass.

As it turned out, Cindy could get a lot hotter. She just couldn’t handle it.

Then the fire filled the cab of the SUV, blocking sight of her, consuming the vehicle. Almost too late, Freddy remembered the vehicle’s gas tanks.

He turned and ran as fast as the proximity suit would allow. Before he’d gone more than twenty strides, the gas tank blew. The explosion knocked him face-first into the dirt.

Fiery debris rained down on Freddy as he lay there stunned for a moment. The fire from the burning truck spread farther and faster than anything he’d ever started before. Man, everything was on fire.

Then he got himself together—You lie here, you’re gonna burn!—and pushed himself to his feet. His torch lay beside him on the ground, the tongue of flame lapping the grass, leaves, and twigs to start a whole new patch of fire that scampered and swirled away when the wind caught it.

On his feet, Freddy ran his hands over his suit. Everything was still in one piece. He laughed. Iron Man ain’t got nothing on me!

He turned back to Tyler’s SUV. Fire burst free of the twisted wreckage and was now claiming everything flammable. The fire had also spread to the trees, scuttling up them like predatory stalkers closing rapidly on prey. A patch of flame broke loose from one of the branches and leapt across the expanse to another tree, soaring for a moment like a low-flying comet.

The ball of fire landed in the next tree and ran for an instant, spreading flames in its wake, then just tumbled from the branch. When it plopped to the ground, Freddy realized that the ball of fire had been a squirrel. Now it was a smoking pile of burned meat and broken bones lying on the ground ten feet away.

The voice in the back of his mind spoke up. Rocky the Flying Squirrel. Watch this, Bullwinkle! Now, here’s something you’ll really like!

Freddy laughed till tears ran down his face.

“That squirrel had some flare, didn’t he?” Someone laughed. “Flare? See what I did there?”

The voice was no longer in Freddy’s head. He looked to his right and saw a lean figure with frizzy hair standing next to a towering elm tree. He wore a park ranger’s uniform, and at first, Freddy thought he was busted.

“Nah, you don’t gotta worry about me, Freddy.” The figure put his hands out towards the burning SUV like he was warming them. “I’m a fan. Big fan. Love your work, buddy.”

“Who are you?” Freddy gripped the flamethrower’s wand and held it ready.

“Ranger Faron Hight. Badge number 451.” The ranger held out a shiny badge that reflected the swirling firelight.

Freddy couldn’t make out the badge because it was too far away, but it looked real enough. “Stay back, man. I’m warning you.”

The ranger nodded towards the SUV. “Guess the warning didn’t work with them.”

“They had it coming.”

“I know. They did.” The ranger shook his head. “Burning them once is way too easy. Wish we could blow them out so you could burn them all over again.” He sighed and stepped forward. “But we can’t.” The firelight lifted his features out of the shadows. Garish makeup turned his shriveled face into a caricature of human. The frizzy hair was bright orange and clashed with the red rubber nose. “You want to see something cool?”

Hypnotized by the sight of the clown, Freddy stood there when he knew he should have been running because the fires were spreading like crazy.

“I got some special balloons. You gotta see these.” As he spoke, the clown walked closer to Freddy. “These are a gas, man.”

He took out a long, skinny blue balloon, stretched it out a couple of times, then put it to his mouth and blew. The balloon swelled along its length till it was full of air.

The clown smiled. “I know. Looks perverted, doesn’t it?” Then his hands moved in a swift, intricate pattern. The balloon squeaked painfully as it was contorted, like a mouse in a trap, one leg twisted and broken.

When the clown was finished, a blue balloon giraffe floated slowly up from his hands. A long string trailed up through his fingers. Rocking and bobbing, the giraffe sailed towards the tree canopy, then stopped, anchored by the string in the fingers of its creator.

“Quick. Give ’er a squirt.” The clown held out the end of the string.

Freddy touched the string with the steady flame at the end of the flamethrower wand. The string caught fire immediately. When the clown released the string, the balloon giraffe continued floating, and the flame along the string trailed after it. Hypnotized, Freddy watched the balloon reach the laced branches of the canopy. It bounced from the leaves once, and then the burning string caught up with it.

The balloon exploded in a white-hot rush that filled the immediate surroundings with thunder. Fire spread five feet in all directions.

“Wow!” Freddy delighted in the sudden combustion. “That was freakin’ awesome!”

“Thought you’d like that. I have plenty more.”

Looking back at the clown, Freddy saw that the clown did indeed have a couple dozen more balloon animals. Freddy didn’t know how the clown made so many of them so quickly, but he didn’t care. He loved what they did.

One of the balloons was a red bird. Another was a purple wienie dog. Then there were swords, elephants, horses, flowers, and a few tentacled things that Freddy had never seen before.

The clown handed over the bunch of balloons. “Here. My gift to you. All guaranteed to explode in a way that will warm the cockles of your heart. And burn pretty much everything they touch.”

Freddy took the balloons, mesmerized by the colors and shapes and incendiary promise. “Awesome. Thanks.”

“Also, I’m making you an honorary park ranger.” Taking a badge out of his pocket, the clown affixed it to the proximity suit below Freddy’s hood.

Freddy had to pull the suit out to see it. The badge held an image of the clown’s head, only his hair was fire. “Honorary park ranger?”

“Yep. It’s your job to burn all the deadwood out of the forest. There’s a lot of deadwood.”

Freddy looked around. “Yeah, there is.”

“Also, there’ll probably be a guy who will try to stop you. Big guy probably carrying an ax. When you see him, be sure to give ’im a squirt.”

“Sure.” Freddy marveled at the badge. He’d always wanted to be hall monitor in school. Never had gotten the chance.

The clown held up his right hand. “Gotta swear you in. Hold up your right hand.”

Freddy did, and the wand flared slightly as he held it straight up.

“Swear you’ll burn all the deadwood out of the forest to the best of your ability and fry anything and anybody who gets in your way.”

“I swear.”

The clown briefly hooked pinkies with Freddy. “There. You’re officially an honorary park ranger in charge of fires. Burn, baby, burn.”

“Thanks.”

“My pleasure.” The clown reached inside his pocket and took out a lollipop, which he unwrapped and stuck in his mouth. He reached into his pocket again and took out another lollipop. “Pop?”

Freddy couldn’t believe how excited he felt about everything. He’d always gotten off on setting fires, but the rush he was getting tonight was fantastic. He couldn’t wait to get started. Especially now that he had a badge and everything. “Sure.”

The clown unwrapped the sucker and held out the lollipop. Freddy lifted his protective hood, opened his mouth, and accepted the treat. An explosion of flavor invaded his mouth at once. The sweet and sour taste was like nothing Freddy had ever had before. It was like he could feel the flavor crawling over his taste buds, burrowing in deep.

“Cool. Thanks.” Freddy nodded back at the fire. “I gotta go. Don’t want to get caught in here.”

“I understand. Have fun.” The clown waved as Freddy trotted back to where he had left his car. He lit one of the balloon strings—this one a purple poodle—and released it as he went. He waited only long enough to watch it explode against the treetops and start another patch of fire. Then he kept moving. He had a job to do.


2

Matt Cahill’s stomach lurched as the helicopter swayed over the burning forest. He clung tightly to the restraints as he peered through the partially open cargo door. Smoke streamed into the cargo area and burned his eyes.

The wildfire looked even worse when the helicopter flew over it, bigger and gaining speed as it chewed through the forest just outside Ashland, Oregon. Embers sailed up into the sky like a whirlpool of stars, then quickly winked out. Below, the flames raged through the trees, spreading through the branches like rampant malignant spirits. A few isolated houses burned now, too, a grim reminder that the fire wasn’t going to stay contained on its own.

Clinging to the netting in the cargo area, Matt felt a familiar chill thrill up his spine. Looking down at the wildfire, he knew the blaze was unreal and unnatural. He’d come to Ashland after learning about the unusual number of fires in the forest. Officials weren’t admitting it on camera or for attribution, but off the record the whisper was that the fires were the work of a serial arsonist.

A serial arsonist alone wouldn’t have caught Matt’s attention. It was the other events that had caught his attention. Immediately prior to, during, and after the fires, the community suffered an unprecedented occurrence of violent acts. After the most recent fire, for instance, the driver of an eighteen-wheeler had deliberately crashed into a diner, mowing down seven people, then got out and started clubbing the survivors with a sledgehammer. Police arrived on the scene, tried to reason with the man, then ended up shooting him.

Most of the town’s citizens thought the attacks were caused by economic stresses, or just relationships breaking down. That happened and triggered violence. Maybe some of it could be attributed to the uncertainty caused by the wildfires, which threatened property and lives.

But Matt believed the attacks, and probably the wildfires, were the work of Mr. Dark. Ever since Matt had come out of the snow after being buried in an avalanche for three months, his destiny had been tied to that dark entity’s troubles. Matt still didn’t know the true nature of that relationship, but he’d been chasing answers since he’d first come in contact with the creature.

Two weeks ago, Matt had arrived in Ashland and hired on with Lombard Lumber while he settled in to wait for the next wildfire. He’d just started to think maybe Mr. Dark had moved on when Ernie Lombard, the family patriarch, came running into to the bunkhouse looking for volunteers to go fight another one. Matt instantly suited up. The helicopter had shown up to collect them and their gear within moments.

Heat blew into the helicopter’s cargo area through the open door as the pilot searched for the rendezvous point he’d been given by the fire marshals. Angie Lombard leaned back away from the scorching breeze and ended up pressed against Matt’s chest. Realizing that she’d encroached on his space, she pulled away.

“Sorry.” With the headphones connecting them to the helicopter’s PA system, Matt could hear her. She was the middle child of the Lombard siblings. In her early thirties, she was only lately returned to the family after walking out of an abusive marriage. Her red hair was cropped short, barely brushing her shoulders. She was beautiful, a head turner, and the coverall couldn’t disguise her womanly figure.

Matt shook his head and smiled. “No problem.”

“Nervous?” She pulled at her work gloves, getting a better fit. Matt didn’t know what she’d done before returning to her family, but since she’d been back, she’d worked as hard as any of the men. Her brothers still seemed to resent her presence, though. She had changed the family pecking order, and the brothers didn’t have an easy relationship with each other or the old man. Lombard Lumber was struggling to keep its doors open, and most agreed that the blame rested on Harvey Lombard, the oldest son.

“I’m always nervous right before the game.” Matt smiled.

She nodded. “Me, too.” She gazed back down and the firelight gleamed in her eyes. “God help me, fighting these things always brings something out in me, you know? I shouldn’t be excited, but I can’t help feeling that way. It’s you against nature.”

“Yeah.” Matt studied her, but he didn’t see any of the lesions and festering sores that normally precluded the insanity that gripped people whenever Mr. Dark was around playing his games. He hoped it stayed that way. He liked her.

The PA system crackled into the headphones and the pilot’s tense voice rang in Matt’s ears. “Okay, we’re a no-go on a ground landing, so I’m going to get you as low as I can and you’ll jump.”

Next to Matt, Big Mort Carruthers cursed, and even though his voice wasn’t broadcast over the headphones, he was loud enough that Matt could hear him. Big Mort was a huge man, large because of genes, powerful because he’d always worked hard. Before he’d hired on at Lombard Lumber, he’d soldiered in Iraq and Afghanistan. He liked mentioning that.

Something flickered at Big Mort’s temples, a dark, darting shadow that threaded through his crew cut, but Matt couldn’t be certain if it had been a manifestation or not.

Beside Big Mort, Stanley Timmons rocked easily on his feet. He was thin and sallow, lantern-jawed, and quiet. Nothing at all like Big Mort, but the two had come as a pair and they spent all their time together. Big Mort was the mouth, but it was Timmons who often took action first. One night at a bar, Big Mort had gotten into a shouting match with a biker. Matt hadn’t seen who had started the confrontation, but Timmons had ended it with a beer bottle to the biker’s head that laid the man low as he’d reached for a knife.

As if sensing attention on him, Timmons rolled his head over and looked at Matt. For a moment, everything looked all right. Then the flesh under Timmons’ right eye split open and peeled down to his jaw, exposing an underlying carpet of crawling maggots. They wriggled between Timmons’ teeth and oozed into his tongue.

Timmons spoke in a thick voice over the headset. “Welcome to the bonfire, Matt. There’ll be a hot time in the ol’ town tonight.”

The voice and the mocking laughter belonged to Mr. Dark and scraped into Matt’s ears like razor-finned eels.

Before Matt could do or say anything, the helicopter jerked sideways. Timmons’ face returned to normal and he looked away.

At least now Matt knew for certain that his instincts were right. But he also knew that they all faced a danger far deadlier than a raging wildfire. Mr. Dark didn’t taunt Matt unless there was something big in play.

The helicopter veered and swooped around the outside of the fire, coming in downwind of the destruction and hovering forty feet above a twisted mass of trees.

“This is the best I can do, folks.” The pilot sounded apologetic. “But this is where the incident commander wants you people. There are rappelling ropes on both sides of the cargo bay. Grab your gear and good luck.”

Matt unbuckled his seat harness and went to join Angie at the doorway. The helicopter swayed and bucked slightly as the pilot tried to keep the aircraft steady.

Holding on to one side of the cargo bay, the helicopter copilot kicked out a coil of rope, which dropped to the ground through the trees. He was a short, compact man in his forties. He turned to the group of lumberjacks.

“First man down secures the rope so the others can slide faster. Any questions?”

Studying the man, Matt didn’t see any lesions or festering. He took a deep breath and looked down into the blazing forest. It didn’t look like anything human could make a dent in the spreading fire. He staggered a moment as the helicopter lifted and dropped a few feet.

“All right, let’s go.” The copilot held up the rope. “All that hot air is making it hard for Tommy to hold the helo on target.”

Matt pulled on his leather gloves, slid past Angie, and grabbed the rope. “Me first. I’ll anchor the rope on the ground.”

The copilot nodded. “Good to go. Just hang on to the rope and lean back. Kick free at the skids and slide down. Just like back in gym class.”

Yeah, except that gym class didn’t offer a forty-foot drop into a wildfire. Or whatever Mr. Dark has planned.

Matt handed over the headset, turned and leaned out backward from the cargo bay, then kicked loose and started down. He forgot about the landing skids, though, and ended up cracking his forearms into the steel framework hard enough to guarantee some bruises over the next few days. Then he was beyond the helicopter and sliding down the rope too fast.

He clamped his hands on the rope and felt the friction heat up his palms and fingers. Smoke trailed from the gloves. He twirled his leg and caught it up in the rope, helping brake his descent. The last ten feet he was in good control of his fall.

Landing on the ground and hearing the dull, whooshing roar of the fire and the sharp cracks of the burning branches and trunks splitting from the heat all around him, Matt stumbled away instinctively. The fire sounded like an animal, spiteful and predatory. For a moment, he was lost in it, but then he recovered and pulled the rope taut, adjusting his position as the helicopter hovered and jerked. He shouted up to be heard, and waved in case they didn’t. “Ready!”

Overhead, the helicopter rotors swept through the rising smoke and embers. The whop-whop-whop of the blades warred with the muted thunder of the wildfire.

Angie made a cleaner descent from the helicopter than Matt did. She released the rope and walked backward.

On the other side, only fifteen feet away, Big Mort dropped through tree branches and howled curses, spitting and snarling almost inarticulately. He stuck the landing, though, and wrapped the rope around his hips to guide the next person down, taking a couple of steps to move away from the trees.

Stanley Timmons came down next, dropping the last few feet to the ground and immediately taking up a position like he’d landed in enemy territory. He held a chainsaw over his shoulder and peered at the flames as if he was taking their measure.

Jimmy came next, the youngest member of the group—a twenty-year-old hipster who sported a thick goatee, and he was still inebriated enough from hitting the bar earlier to let the rope slip through his hands too quickly. He came down fast, and Matt released the rope to grab the younger man’s falling body. Jimmy hit him, knocked the wind out of him, and drove them both to the ground.

“Oh, man. Sorry about that, bro. Freakin’ rope was burning my hands.” Jimmy fumbled but got himself upright, weaving a little. He’d barely fallen into bed when Ernie Lombard had come calling. Jimmy should have stayed back, but Ernie was getting paid for every man he brought to fight the wildfire. “Glad I didn’t turn loose any higher up there.”

Matt rolled to his feet easily and caught the rope again. “It’s okay, Jimmy. Just get out of the way.”

“Sure, sure.” Dusting himself off, Jimmy walked to the side.

Matt looped himself in the rope again and called up that he was set, waving once more.
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Standing in the helicopter cargo bay, Harvey Lombard stared over at his younger brother as Scott set himself on the rope. For a moment, Scott locked eyes with him, singeing him with his holier-than-thou disapproval, and Harvey felt anger burning like live coals in his gut.

Scott knows. He knows I screwed up. Harvey made himself breathe and banked his anger the way he always had. He and his brother were different. Always had been. Scott listened to their father and did things the way the old man said to do them. Harvey wanted more of a life than that. Staying shackled to a chainsaw, breaking his back the rest of his life—that wasn’t how he wanted to live.

All he needed was a run of good luck. His brother and his old man just didn’t understand that.

Scott kicked free of the cargo bay and sailed down. He was wiry and ropy like the old man, same sandy-colored hair the old man had had at his age. Harvey was bigger, and he was dark haired. He got the dark hair and eyes from his mother. His old man said he got the wildness in him from his mother, too. She’d run off and left the old man when Scott was a baby.

The helo jerked suddenly and Scott slipped on the rope. For one sick instant, Harvey thought his brother was going to lose his grip on the rope and fall. He imagined Scott flailing through the air, plummeting the thirty feet or so to the ground. If the fall didn’t kill him, then maybe he’d get impaled on broken tree branches. Harvey had seen that happen when a falling tree caught a green lumberjack unawares. The tree had fallen wrong, twisting and breaking, then skewering the guy through the throat. He’d bled out in minutes, choking on his own blood.

Harvey couldn’t help thinking that maybe Scott getting killed wouldn’t be so bad. His old man kept insurance on all of them. The payoff would help keep Lombard Lumber in the black for a while longer.

A heartbeat later, though, Harvey was prepared to bail out the door after his brother. The copilot stopped him with a hand to his chest.

“He’s okay.”

Sure enough, Scott held onto the rope and started down in a controlled slide.

The knot of panicked anticipation in Harvey’s belly eased.

“Okay, now you.” The copilot motioned Harvey forward. “Keep a tight grip on the rope, buddy.”

Harvey pulled his gloves on more tightly, felt the weight of the chainsaw across his shoulders, and took hold of the rope. He wrapped a leg, then pushed out and slid down into the maelstrom.

Things were going to change tonight. He felt that in his blood the way he had on those nights when the dice had rolled right and the cards had come home.

A voice seemed to whisper in his ear. You gotta play the odds. Even bets are for suckers.
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“Okay, Tommy, they’re all out. Let’s get out of here.” Curtis Joiner squeezed back into the helicopter’s cockpit and took his seat beside Tommy McCracken. He buckled himself in.

The helo remained hovering over the staging area, where the emergency vehicles sat with flashing lights amid all the drifting smoke.

“Tommy?”

In the pilot’s seat, Tommy sat and stared out at the flames crawling across the treetops. He was a couple of years younger than Curtis, but both men had known each other most of their lives. They’d played ball together back in high school, worked in the park service, and gotten trained for the helicopter certification.

The only difference was that Tommy had gotten his certification in the army. He was still part of the National Guard and had rotated back in from deployment a couple of weeks ago. Since getting back, he hadn’t been himself.

Curtis figured the difference in behavior had to do with what Tommy had seen overseas. Lots of guys had come back messed up after going over to the sandbox.

But tonight there was more going on. Tommy just didn’t act like—

Grinning, Tommy turned and faced Curtis. “How long have you been sleeping with Francine, buddy?”

Francine was Tommy’s high school sweetheart and wife of twenty years. Back in the day, Curtis had told Tommy that Francine wasn’t any good for him. That had caused the first and only fight they’d ever had. Tommy had busted him in the mouth and they’d fought till neither of them could stand up. Two months later, Curtis had stood as Tommy’s best man.

Curtis held his hands up. “Hey. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m talking about you sleeping with my wife.” That grin looked tight and painful on Tommy’s face. “Stabbing me in the back while I was overseas risking my neck for this country.”

Curtis intended to keep denying everything, but it was like he wasn’t in control of his mouth anymore. “Sleeping with your wife was easy, Tommy. I told you she wasn’t no good for you. For the last six years, every time you’ve been deployed, she’s taken up with somebody. This time she just came on to me.”

“You could have said no. That’s what a friend would have done.”

That hadn’t really been possible. Francine was still a looker. “I was weak. Hit a long dry spell. She was there and it just happened. If it hadn’t been me, it would have been somebody else.”

Tommy just stared at Curtis for a long moment. “Yeah, I guess that can happen.” He looked back out at the burning forest. “Still, you shouldn’t have done it, Curtis. Not to me.”

“We’ll talk about this later, okay? Want me to fly?”

“No, I got this.” Tommy kicked the rotors up to full power and pulled the yoke to the side.
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The sudden acceleration of the helicopter rotors drew Matt’s attention immediately. The downdraft kicked up dust and leaves, stirred the smoke coiling around them.

Sheltering beside a fire truck, Matt looked up and saw the two helicopter pilots inside the Plexiglas bubble. Under the helmets, their faces crawled with festering sores that pulsated with centipedes climbing through the diseased flesh. The pilot’s jaw abruptly unhinged and popped loose, dropping to his chest. His tongue, suddenly a tentacle, slid out and flicked against the Plexiglas.

In the next instant, the helicopter shifted sideways and leaned over. Fifty feet away, the rotors started clipping the treetops, chopping branches like a giant weed whacker.

The fire fighters and police gathered below the helicopter dove for cover just as the blades struck thicker branches and shattered. Metal shards screamed over the staging area and struck fire trucks, police cars, and ambulances. A long chunk of rotor struck the ground a few feet from Matt and embedded, standing up at an angle.

The helicopter exploded, scattering fire in all directions, adding to the conflagration already slithering through the forest.

“Get over there!” a fire fighter yelled. “Get some hoses on that fire! Let’s get this shut down!”

Watching the fire fighters deploy the hoses as the pumping engines cycled to readiness, Matt knew the wildfire was just getting started. The rescue workers weren’t going to get control of the blaze until Mr. Dark was sent packing. Matt had to find the dark clown and hope he was strong enough to stop whatever was happening.

Lean and leathery, Ernie Lombard trotted over to the fire chief. “I got guys here. We can help.”

The fire chief shook his head. “You guys need to get that fire line in. There’s houses out there that need to be saved. Stick to the plan, Mr. Lombard—that’s how we’re going to beat this thing. Just stick to the plan.”

Matt stared out into the fire. Somewhere out there was the connection between Mr. Dark and the fires. He was going to find it and end it. That was his plan.
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“Okay, we’re here.” Ernie Lombard held the geographical map on the ground with one hand as he knelt. Angie held the other side of it, keeping it smooth as her father played his flashlight over the forest. Ernie tapped a section with his forefinger. “The incident commander says we should concentrate on creating a fire line through here. They don’t think we can stop it at this point, but maybe we can slow it down.”

Standing between Harvey and Big Mort, Matt looked at the conflagration and felt the heat of the fire riding the breeze. The stink of it filled his nostrils and made breathing hard. He searched for some indicator of where Mr. Dark was, some grouping of the fires.

Back at the staging area, the fire department had controlled the helicopter fire, but neither of the pilots had survived. Matt turned his attention back to Ernie.

The map looked like a checkerboard, marked in white and yellow squares. White represented the residential areas. Yellow marked state forest land. There were a number of houses within the fire’s path. Emergency teams were evacuating them now.

“They want us to put in a fire line. Got some other teams out here workin’ in different spots. They’re hopin’ we can get out ahead of the blaze, maybe turn it back in on itself. If everythin’ works out right, we’ll be meetin’ up with another team layin’ down a fire line, too. We get lucky, we can connect them before the fire reaches us. We don’t, we fall back an’ try again.” Ernie looked up, his face hard and lean. “Any of you guys don’t know what a fire line is? Ain’t no sense in bein’ proud out here. You don’t know somethin’, it’s gonna get you killed. Worse’n that, it might get me killed, an’ I ain’t gonna stand for that.”

Cletus Brewman cackled with laughter at that, and Ernie gave him a big wink. Bearded, gray, and wrinkled, Cletus was in his sixties and had spent most of his life working for Lombard Lumber. He was thin and wiry, and he’d followed Ernie wherever he’d gone. The two old warhorses had seen a lot of action during their time together.

Gary Baker held up a hand. “Me, boss. I’ve heard about fire lines on television, but I’ve never made one.” He was a high school English teacher in his early thirties struggling to make ends meet for his family. He was a nice guy, quiet, and a hard worker.

Ernie nodded. “Anybody else?”

“Me.” Jimmy held up a hand and didn’t look happy about it. He was good with a saw, and he could measure by eye almost as well as a ruler.

“That’s fine, Jimbo. Get you some OJT tonight. A fire line is eighteen inches of bare earth.” Ernie held his hands apart to show the distance. “When you’re fighting a forest fire, you go one and a half times as tall as the blaze, so we got a lotta work ahead of us. We gotta chop an’ scrape that line through this forest. We do it right, we can stop the burn, turn it back on itself, starve it down to somethin’ the fire department boys can handle.” He nodded at Harvey. “Can you take one of these greenies?”

Harvey nodded but looked distracted. “Yes, sir. No problem.”

“Gary, you go with Harvey. He’ll get you straightened away. Angie?”

She looked at her father.

“You and Matt ride herd on the boy.”

Jimmy bridled at boy, but he didn’t say anything.

“All right.” Fear gleamed in Angie’s eyes, but Matt knew she was more concerned about her family than she was about herself.

Ernie stood. “Then let’s get to it.” He pointed towards a large truck. “Equipment’s over there.”
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Matt reconfigured the backpack the forestry service had provided, putting his old ax in with the other gear.

“You don’t need to carry that ax.” Angie stood beside him, gearing up as well. “That thing’s not going to be much use when making a fire line. You’ll need one of the Pulaskis.”

The Pulaski fire ax was the backbone of a wilderness fire fighter. The head was a curious blend of ax and shovel. The ax blade was normal, but the shovel end was slightly curved. It was designed for chopping as well as shovel work. In Matt’s hands, the Pulaski felt heavy and slow, not like his ax.

“That ax was my grandfather’s. It’s kind of become my good luck charm.” Matt shrugged into the backpack.

“Tonight it’s going to be extra weight you’ll have to lug around.” Angie laced up her work boots, snugging them tight. “And it would be a shame if you have to jettison it later on and maybe lose it since it means so much.”

Matt shook his head. “I won’t lose this ax.”

“Can’t say I didn’t warn you.” Angie took a hard hat out of the truck and worked on the fit, cinching it tight over the hoodie she wore to keep embers off the back of her neck.

In addition to the Pulaski, Matt buckled on a belt with large pockets that carried two gallons of water and a quart of Gatorade to replace expended electrolytes. The fire incident commander had also provided Nomex fire-resistant pants and shirts, leather gloves, goggles, headlamps with extra batteries, bandannas, and fire shelters. They also carried handie-talkies.

It was a lot of gear, and it was heavy. They had to carry in containers of gasoline for the chainsaws, too, but that was lighter than the water.

Once he was fully equipped, Matt walked over to Jimmy. “Let me have a look.”

Jimmy shook his head belligerently. “I got this. You don’t gotta check me like I’m some first-grade nose picker or something.”

“This is the buddy system, Jimmy. Everybody gets a second look. Once we get in there, there’s no coming back for something we might have forgotten. Checking you over makes me check myself over again, too.”

With a sigh, Jimmy relented.
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Freddy jogged back along the trail he’d followed up from where he’d parked. With all the exploring he’d done over the past few months thinking about where the best places to set fires would be, he had the forest mapped in his mind. He could have walked through it blindfolded.

When he came out of the last turn into the little clearing where the high school kids liked to come sometimes to make out, he saw that the fire had crept in closer than he’d thought it would.

The 1966 El Camino he’d rebuilt stood with its nose in the shrubbery. He knew every inch of the vehicle because he’d put it together himself, without any help from his old man. The engine and tranny held together fine. It wouldn’t set any records in the quarter mile, but it got him around town all right.

Freddy walked to the back of the El Camino and took off the fire proximity suit’s hood. Despite the heat coming in from the nearby blaze, the air felt cool to him. Before he wore the suit again for an extended period of time, he was going to install a personal air conditioner like the astronauts had on their suits. He might have been protected from the flames, but he was melting down inside.

Placing the hood in the bed of the El Camino, Freddy popped the top of the ice chest someone had thrown out because the lid had come off. Replacing the lid had been no big deal. Stupid people. The thing had massive all-terrain wheels on it like it was supposed to be dragged around like a fifth-wheel trailer. The thirty-pack he’d bought earlier was iced down.

He took out a can, popped the top, and drank half of it. God, but it tasted good. There was something crazy fantastic about the lollipop flavor that remained in his mouth even though the candy was gone. He was going to have to try to find those suckers because they were the freaking bomb. He drank the rest of the can, letting the chilly goodness surge through him, cooling him down, and he reached for another.

When he popped the top on that one, a sudden cra-ack! snapped his attention around to the front of the car. He watched in horror as a large, flaming oak tree spilled out of the forest trailing embers and fiery limbs. Then it landed on top of the El Camino, smashing the truck flat, caving in the cab, and busting out the glass in silvery pools that caught the firelight.

“No!” Freddy yelled in disbelief. “Not my car!”

But it was his car, and it had been returned to the scrap parts it had once been, scattering them across the clearing. Then tendrils of flame snaked in through the broken windows and ignited the interior.

Freddy cursed and screamed and threw his newly opened beer at the flames. The beer didn’t even make a dent in the fire. If he hadn’t known better, he would have sworn the blaze was laughing at him, lying on top of the El Camino like the Tilvertons’ golden retriever had lain on Freddy’s kite in the park back in seventh grade. Everybody had made fun of Gorgon and his smashed kite.

Back then, though, Freddy had gone over to the Tilverton house with a pound of hamburger meat salted with ground glass. Come the next morning, Buddy the golden retriever had a first-class ticket to doggie heaven.

Freddy couldn’t do anything to the fire.

“The fire is a jealous lover, Freddy. That’s something you should know.”

Freddy stepped back and looked for Ranger Faron Hight. The clown was standing a short distance away, holding his hands out as if warming them.

“That was my car, man.”

“It was.”

The flames gnawed through the two front tires and they deflated with sudden whooshes of air. The El Camino’s front end sagged even more, and black smoke poured up into the sky as the rubber caught fire and burned.

“What am I supposed to do now?”

The clown shrugged. “Time to get a better ride.” He nodded to the south. “You might try over there. Still got some houses that way. Not all of those people have left. I’ll bet you can find something over there.” He paused. “One thing’s for sure: Standing around here isn’t going to get you very far.”

“I don’t want to get caught.”

A confident smile oozed across the clown’s face. “Nobody out here can catch you, Freddy. You rule the fire. This is your domain. You got a badge and everything.”

“I don’t rule the fire very well. Otherwise my truck wouldn’t have got smashed.”

“The fire didn’t smash your truck. That was the trees.”

“The trees?”

“Yeah. Do you think they like getting burned?”

Freddy’s head spun and pulsed like he’d been dropping ’shrooms. He’d gotten that same feeling earlier when he’d been sucking on that lollipop. He wondered if the clown had laced them with PCP or something.

He looked at the trees and realized then that they kinda reminded him of those Ents from the Lord of the Rings movies. Tight, angry faces showed in the bark, and some of them seemed on the verge of pulling themselves out of the ground on weird rooty legs.

“Hey!” Freddy took a step back from the trees. “Hey! The trees are alive!”

“Of course they are. But there’s no reason to be afraid of them. You can show them who to fear. Give ’em a squirt. They’re all deadwood. You’re here to clear out the deadwood.”

Freddy picked up the flamethrower wand and unleashed a torrent of flames. When he stopped, the trees were on fire. He heard them screaming and the sound was music to his ears.

“See?” the clown said. “That’ll teach them to crush your car.”

“Yeah.” Freddy was grinning. “Yeah, it will.” He darted towards the burning truck long enough to open the back end and haul out the ice chest. It bounced when it hit the ground and some of the ice and water splashed over the ground, but the beers stayed inside. He took out the extra fuel tank he had for the flamethrower and put it inside the ice chest as well. It stuck out and the lid remained open, but that was cool.

Freddy picked up his protective hood and pulled it on, tilting it back so he could reach his mouth with a fresh beer. He looked at the clown. “Want a beer?”

“Sure.”

Freddy dug out a can and tossed it to the clown.

The clown caught the beer, then held it over his head. He cracked it open with one hand, speared his tongue—at least eight inches long and would have shamed Gene Simmons! Any other day, Freddy would have been amazed. He just took it in stride now.—through the bottom, and shotgunned the entire beer in one long gulp. He shook his head and grinned. “Man, now, that hits the spot!”

“I know, right? Hey, you got any more of them lollipops?”

“I do.” The clown reached under his uniform jacket and brought out a fistful of lollipops that looked like they were wriggling under the wrappers—but that had to be a trick of the light.

Freddy took the lollipops and put them in the ice chest, too. Then he picked up the ice chest’s handle. He pointed south. “That way to the cars?”

“Yep. You can’t miss it. Just remember your job, Ranger Grogan. Burn the deadwood. Burn the man with the ax.”

“Take that, you freakin’ trees!” Freddy roared as he hosed the nearby trees and started a new blaze. Then he unwrapped one of the lollipops, shoved it into his mouth, took a swig of beer, and headed south. The ice chest jerked and popped as it followed him.
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For twenty minutes, Matt and the rest of the Lombard Lumber team walked towards the fire. His thighs and back ached from the steep incline. The incident commander monitored them by GPS from the command center. Matt would have sworn he felt the heat rising with every step, but he knew some of that feeling was just his imagination.

The fire towered over them, clinging to trees a hundred and more feet tall. He kept watching for Mr. Dark, feeling that he was getting closer to his foe the deeper they went into the forest.

“Get spaced out,” Ernie ordered, unlimbering the big chainsaw he’d carried in. “Harvey an’ me are gonna cut the fire line. Matt, Jimmy, an’ Angie are gonna clear behind us. Mort, Stanley, an’ Gary will dig. Scott an’ Cletus will swamp the fire line out behind them. We’ll swap out as we go.”

Without another word, Ernie fired up that chainsaw and Harvey fired his up as well. They set to work with grim determination, limbing trees in the path of the fire line and taking them down, clearing the way. The powerful engines roared, wood chips flew white in the light provided by the headlamps, and trees fell in pieces.

Matt gestured to Jimmy and spoke loud enough to be heard. “We’re clearing. Everything in the fire line gets pulled back out of the path. Trees, limbs, and brush. All of it goes. Especially the dead stuff and the dry stuff. That will catch on fire in a heartbeat when the fire reaches here. We’re here to starve it out.” He leaned down and caught hold of a dead tree trunk, wrapping one leather-gloved hand around it and pulling it into motion.

Jimmy gazed up at the fire, no longer as cocky as he had been. “How long do you think it will be before the fire gets here?”

“I don’t know, but I know if things turn against us, that fire can get here god-awful fast. So work like it’s right on top of us, ’cause if things turn bad, likely it will be.”
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Nine-year-old Penny Carver cowered in the closet with her five-year-old brother, Avery. They hugged each other because they were both afraid, but she was his big sister and she was supposed to take care of him. Smoke filled the closet, burning her nose and eyes, and her parents’ angry voices ripped into her ears.

She looked down at him as he whimpered and wrapped his arms fiercely around her thin waist. “Shhhh, Avery,” she whispered. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

Penny knew she was lying, though. For the last year, at least since her last birthday, nothing had been good at home. Not since her dad had lost his job. Before then, things had been bad enough because her parents had both been too busy to really pay much attention to her or Avery. She’d been raising her little brother for as long as she could remember. She’d changed his dirty diapers when she was six, and that hadn’t been anything like taking care of a baby doll. Real “bad” diapers were messy.

But she’d changed those diapers and bottle-fed her little brother because he was the only person who truly kept her from being alone. She couldn’t really remember what it had been like before Avery had been born because she’d only been four, but she guessed that it had been awfully lonely.

“Do you think I like working my ass off every day, Howard?” Her mommy, Vernice, was using her mad voice. The one that Penny worked really hard to never hear again.

When Mommy used her mad voice, she liked to hit and throw things. She would grab hold of anything—silverware, plates, canned food, anything—and throw it. She wasn’t any good at aiming, but she kept at it until whoever she was throwing at left the room or she ran out of things to throw.

Back when Avery had been small, it had been hard to get him out of the way in time. Penny had gotten hit pretty hard sometimes when she’d tried to carry her baby brother from the room. Now he was five and could move pretty quick. Thankfully, Mommy’s aim hadn’t gotten any better. She and her brother stayed within sight of each other and had their safe zones marked out. The closet. Under the beds. Outside was best because there were lots of safe places out there. And Mommy couldn’t throw very far, either.

“You’re not working!” Daddy roared back. He was fat and he smoked a lot. Penny tried to tell him one day that smoking wasn’t good for him. She’d seen it on television. Secondhand smoke was bad, too, and that affected her and Avery. Daddy hadn’t cared. “You’re up there sleeping with your boss.”

Penny didn’t see how taking a nap at work would be such a bad thing, but evidently Daddy must have thought that was pretty lazy of her. Penny didn’t see how Daddy had anything to complain about. All he did was watch television Westerns, drink beer, and pass out on the couch. Usually Mommy’s arrival back home woke him. Then he’d hurry and try to get rid of all the beer cans before she walked through the door.

Tonight he hadn’t made it, though.

And Mommy was home later than she ever had been. Penny had been really worried that her mommy had had a wreck on her way home. It was a long drive. Then she got worried that Mommy had gotten caught in the wildfire they were talking about on television.

Their neighbors had already left. They’d come over and told Daddy he needed to leave. He said he would when he got good and ready, that no fire was going to scare him, and that they were pissants if they were going to let a little fire scare them. Then he’d drunk another six-pack and passed out.

And then Mommy had come home, yelling at Daddy because he hadn’t answered the phone and there was a wildfire coming.

Penny held on to Avery and whispered to him that everything was going to be okay. But she knew she was lying.
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Digging a fire line was hard, backbreaking labor. Usually a crew consisted of twenty people, give or take a couple, who worked like a chain gang down a row, chopping and clearing as they went. The incident commander fighting this fire was stretching his people thin because the wildfire had multiple points of origin and he didn’t have enough fire fighters to handle it all. If it was possible, the teams were going to shape the fire, turn it back into something more controllable.

Matt grabbed one of the small trees that Ernie had felled so easily and managed to haul it away from the fire line. Angie and Jimmy dragged over more limbs and brush. The rest of the team chopped the earth and raked away the debris, leaving eighteen inches of bare ground the fire could not easily cross.

Nobody spoke. Nobody had the wind or the energy. And nobody was working on a full night’s sleep. The previous day had been long and hard, too.

As Matt walked back to the fire line, he marveled at Ernie and Harvey. Father and son worked without looking at each other, without checking the direction, just taking one step after the next as they continued cutting on different sides of the fire line that they carved across the hillside. Despite the difference in their attitudes, despite the difference in ages, they worked in tandem, never missing a beat.

Thirty minutes into it, the low-lying smoke now so thick that Matt couldn’t see where they’d begun the fire line, Ernie signaled for a change. Matt and Angie unlimbered their chainsaws, fired them up, and headed up to take point.

Ernie stopped Matt. Smoke and sawdust stained the old man’s leathery face and left his eyes painfully bloodshot. Matt thought Ernie looked pale, but the discoloration might have been from the headlamp beam washing out his color.

“You got a compass, Matt?”

“I do.” Matt fished out the old Brunton Pocket Transit compass he’d recently picked up in a thrift store. He’d gotten it for a fraction of its true value and figured it was an investment that he could turn into cash later if he needed to. Living on the road meant having to have different kinds of liquid assets. He’d learned to buy low and sell high, usually scoping out tools and equipment because he could resell those easily. Knowing they were going into the brush, he’d taken the compass out of his duffel when he’d gotten his grandfather’s ax.

Ernie nodded. “Good compass.”

“Yes, sir.”

Ernie pointed into the darkness. “Stay headed east, southeast.”

Matt nodded because that was the direction he felt he needed to go in. They were headed deeper into the forest. Mr. Dark would be there somewhere.

“The incident commander is gonna make sure we meet up with the next fire line,” Ernie said. “They’re tracking us by GPS.”

Out in the forest, the flames suddenly caught hold of a tall dead tree and raced up to the uppermost branches. The darkness seemed to retreat around them.

“If that damn bitch gives us time.” Ernie spat, then headed to the back of the fire line to take over one of the raking jobs.

Matt focused on the forest ahead of him, catching Angie working beside him. His eyes became gunsights as he picked out the trees and brush that he’d have to cut out. He moved in, gripping the chainsaw tightly, making sure to wrap his right thumb around the grip.

That was how you knew you were working with a seasoned sawyer, if they wrapped the thumb. Guys who weren’t truly experienced at what they were doing had a tendency to rest the thumb on top of the grip, and the first time the chain bound up and the saw jerked, it would get loose, chew into a leg, or take off a foot. Matt had seen some pretty horrifying injuries over the years. Chainsaws bit deep and shredded everything they got hold of. That’s why he also knew to always hold a chainsaw with both hands.

He moved as quickly as he could, making the cuts, getting out of the way of falling timber, watching out for Angie. Mort, Stanley, and Jimmy worked behind them, dragging the stuff they cut down to one side. Matt stayed focused on the line, cutting through one section, already having the next marked in his mind.
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YOU GOT 24 HRS TO GET MY MONEY, HARVEY. YOU GET YOUR OLD MAN TO PONY UP THE CASH OR I’M COMING FOR YOU.

Harvey stared at the text on his phone. It wasn’t signed, and the phone number would track back to a disposable cell phone if he went to the police.

For the last two days, Harvey had replayed those last few hands of poker over and over in his head. Somewhere in there, Bodeen had pulled a fast one. Harvey was sure of that. All that night, his luck had been up and down, a roller coaster of excitement and dread. But in the end he thought he’d gotten the rhythm of it.

He’d been so certain he was going to pull the pot, especially when he’d been holding a full house. Then the only other guy left in the game had tried to buy the pot, bumping it up forty grand out of Harvey’s reach.

Harvey hadn’t been able to let the pot go. He’d looked at Bodeen for help. The casino owner had hesitated just long enough to hook Harvey solidly. Harvey was certain of that now. Tonight he could see it as clear as day. But he hadn’t been able to see it two days ago.

When Bodeen had nodded that he would extend the credit, Harvey had smiled and called. Then his smile had disappeared as his opponent revealed an inside straight flush that had dropped an eight ball right on top of Harvey.

Just like that, he’d been forty grand in the hole, more than twice as much as he’d ever owed Bodeen before.

The last time, Harvey had gone begging for the money from his father. Ernie Lombard knew the kind of man Bodeen was. There were rumors about the men Bodeen had killed in Portland as well as back in Vegas. Ernie had paid the money, and it had almost bankrupted Lombard Lumber.

That was when Scott had started pushing the old man to cut Harvey loose, to get him away from the family business. Harvey stared at his younger brother. Scott didn’t understand that Harvey would have been glad to get shut of the lumber business, of the family, and of Ashland, Oregon. He just needed a nest egg to set himself up.

The old man hadn’t cut him loose, though. He’d just worked Harvey hard, pushing him to do more, and the old man hadn’t been shy about his disapproval.

Scott loved that.

“You taking a break?”

Dropping his phone back into his pocket, Harvey turned around to see Scott dragging brush away. Harvey held up the Gatorade bottle. “No. Hydrating.”

“You going to be much longer hydrating? There’s guys out here working.”

Harvey had to clamp down on the anger that raced through him hotter than the wildfire. “No. I’m good.” He dropped the Gatorade back into his waist pack and picked up the Pulaski. An urge to plant the ax in his brother’s skull flashed through him.

You gotta be smarter than that. A lot of things can happen tonight. Just play it right and you can get rid of that pain and get yourself that nest egg you’re looking for.

Harvey held on to that thought as he got back to work. Up against the fire like this, accidents could happen. Some of them just might need some help.
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Matt and Angie crested a rise together. Too late, he saw the other side of the hill was worn stone. There was a lot of it out here, and it got slick when there was dew on the ground. He was using his right foot as his lead, and it shot out from under him like he’d stepped on a patch of black ice. He fell, trying to stay away from the deadly chainsaw, which he still held to maintain some kind of control over it.

“Matt!” Angie’s panicked cry rang out behind him.

Falling on his back, Matt felt the breath explode from his lungs. The chainsaw stopped only a couple of inches from his left eye and cheek. He hadn’t been using it at the time he’d fallen, but his hand reflexively gripped the trigger. The sharp chain whirred to life and it felt like the chainsaw was struggling in his grasp, trying to get to him.

The heat of the blade blew over Matt’s face and a sick feeling twisted his stomach. Since he’d climbed out of that avalanche of snow, he now healed faster and better than anyone he knew. But he didn’t know if he could heal from the chainsaw cutting into him. Even if he did, his face would never be the same again.

He took his finger from the trigger and the blade came to a sudden stop just before the teeth touched his cheek, hot enough to burn his flesh. Cautiously, shaking from the adrenaline flooding his system after the close call, Matt put the chainsaw to the side.

Angie slid to the ground beside him. Her headlamp beam probed painfully into his eyes as she grabbed his head and turned it to the side so she could check him. Then she ran her hand over his chest.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“I’m fine. Got lucky. Didn’t see that stone till I was on top of it. Didn’t know it was slick until I was falling.” His voice sounded hoarse and scared even to him.

Harvey pounded up, breathing heavily. “Everybody okay?” He tilted his head, running his headlamp over his sister, then over Matt.

“Yeah.” Angie heaved a sigh. “Barely.”

Harvey extended his hand to Matt and grimaced. “You don’t have time to lay around. Let’s get to it.”

Matt nodded and took Harvey’s hand. As he got up, Matt’s headlamp swept over the bigger man. In the glare of the white light Matt saw the lesions taking root on Harvey’s face. Shock froze Matt in place as a pustule formed on Harvey’s cheekbone, then burst and released a group of maggots that slithered across his jaw.

“You sure you’re okay, Cahill?” Harvey asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Matt took his hand back, resisting the impulse to wipe it on his pants leg. As he watched, a goiter formed under Harvey’s neck, pulsed, then split open, and centipedes poured out. Just as quickly as they were freed from the cancerous goiter, they burrowed back into Harvey’s flesh. Knobs formed at his temples, and then they irised open and pincers shoved through. In the center of the pincers, thin-lipped mouths opened and jagged tongues scented the air.

“Well, then, get a move on. We got to stay ahead of this thing.”

“Yeah. I’m on it.” Matt spared a quick glance at the rest of the crew behind him. Big Mort and Timmons appeared to be marred by the disease also, their faces crawling and rupturing as he watched. Still, they were working. Matt pulled the chainsaw’s starter cord and got the engine fired up again.

They were getting closer to Mr. Dark. Matt was sure of that. That was why whatever evil Harvey was holding on to was starting to manifest. Picking his way carefully, Matt continued cutting.
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“Pull the brush farther away, Carruthers.”

Hands full of limbs, Big Mort glanced up at Angie Lombard. She stood there in front of him, face smeared with dirt and smoke, and he wanted her more than he’d wanted any woman in years. He’d hit on her a couple of times since she’d come back to Lombard Lumber, but she’d blown him off. Hadn’t even been polite about it. Just shut him down with a dismissive stare the first time, then told him she had better things to do the second time, and that he was wasting his breath.

“Pull the brush farther away.” She repeated the order like he hadn’t heard her.

Big Mort thought about telling her to kiss his ass, that he knew what he was doing, that he’d seen worse than this fire had to offer. And that he’d bedded better women than her, too.

Instead, he just nodded. “Sure.” He took a couple more steps off the fire line and heaved the brush he had hold of. By the time he finished, she was cutting again. Turned away from him like he was nothing.

Big Mort fisted his Pulaski.

Timmons stepped close enough to him to bump shoulders. “Ease off, big man. Don’t let that bitch get to you. She’ll get hers soon enough.” Timmons spoke loud enough to be heard only by Big Mort. “Just take a breath and clear your head.”

Big Mort took a breath and let it out. He watched Angie, caught her looking at the new guy. Matt. Nobody stood a chance with Angie, but if anybody could get her to look twice, it was that guy, Matt.

“Bitch thinks she’s too good for me.”

“So? We’ve had better than her.” Timmons stared coldly at Angie Lombard. “When the time comes, we’ll have her, too.”

Big Mort had met Timmons down in El Paso six years ago, hitting the same bars and whorehouses. When Big Mort had ended up getting crossways with his boss, Timmons had helped him get a job with the warehouse where Timmons worked. When Timmons had gotten crossways with a Mexican gang for using one of their prostitutes too harshly, Big Mort had backed the man up, getting them both out of town.

Women and violence were two of the things that had held them together ever since.

“You’re right, brother.” Big Mort clapped Timmons on the shoulder. “We’ll have her. And she won’t ever forget it.”
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In the closet, Penny held her hands over Avery’s ears so her little brother would be shielded from the worst of the argument. She always tried to protect him.

“I’m not sleeping with my boss!” Mommy yelled. “We’re just friends! Bob gets me! He listens to me! You never listen to me anymore!”

“Sure he listens to you!” Daddy yelled back. “I remember when I used to get a blow job for listening to you, too! You give a guy a blow job every time you want to talk to him, you’ll have his attention!”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“I know plenty! That used to be me!”

Penny peeked through the crack of the door. Her mommy was wearing one of those pretty outfits she’d started wearing lately. She’d also lost all the weight that Daddy seemed to have gained.

Mommy was never going to be pretty, not even to Penny, because her mouth was too mean and her eyes were too close together. And because she was just mean. Penny had seen other kids’ mommies, and they weren’t as mean as her mommy. They didn’t have such growly voices. Penny had never seen any of those mommies slap or hit or throw things.

“Howard, you’re drunk!” Mommy was trying to talk reason now, but she was reaching back now, too, grabbing the poker from the fireplace. Daddy didn’t see her. Mommy’s fingers closed around the poker and lifted it while she leaned in to scream at Daddy some more.

Penny knew she should have kept her mouth shut, but she couldn’t. She knew Daddy was going to get whacked before he even saw it coming. She and Avery would be taken to the emergency room again and told to be very quiet while Mommy and Daddy talk. The whole way to the hospital room, Mommy and Daddy would try to figure out what they were going to tell the doctor.

Whatever they told, it would be a lie. It would be a lie about Daddy, or it would be a lie about Mommy. Then whoever got hurt would get fixed and they’d come home again and be quiet for a few days. Never friendly. Penny had given up hoping for friendly a long time ago. Most days she just hoped her parents didn’t kill each other. Sometimes, on television, that happened.

That was pretty horrible.

A poker would kill somebody if they got hit with it. Penny knew that. So she stuck her head out of the closet and yelled. “Daddy! Look out! She’s got the poker!”

“Shhhhhhhh!” A clown in a park ranger uniform suddenly stood beside the closet. Penny didn’t know where he’d come from or who he was. He sucked on a lollipop and grinned down at her. “Don’t interrupt. Children should be seen, not heard. And this is just starting to get good.”
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“Matt.”

It took a moment for Angie’s voice to penetrate the curtain of noise created by the chainsaw. Matt glanced over at her.

She touched a forefinger to her watch. “Time’s up.”

Matt nodded and killed the chainsaw. Even after the motor had stopped throbbing and the chain had stopped spinning, his hands vibrated. He was covered in sweat. Sawdust and dirt and smoke clung to his face, making it feel thick and stiff. He brushed an arm across his forehead and felt splinters pierce his flesh.

“Are you okay?” Angie asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Because you were pushing into that brush pretty hard.”

Matt nodded but didn’t say anything. The need to find Mr. Dark was growing stronger. The longer it took to locate Mr. Dark, the worse the evil was going to be. The more dangerous Harvey Lombard, Big Mort, and Timmons were going to be.

And more people were going to die.

And for what? What was Mr. Dark up to?

Big Mort strode towards Matt. “One side, lightweight. You been holding us back. Set back and watch how a man does his job.” The big man’s face was nearly a total ruin now, but he still seemed focused on the job, hadn’t lost his humanity yet. Pulsing spider’s eggs lined the big man’s face and the side of his neck.

Big Mort wiped his face with one big gloved hand, bursting the eggs and spreading spider embryos over his flesh. The insects scrambled quickly, digging at Big Mort’s face to scoop out craters that they crawled into and stared back at Matt from.

“Move,” Big Mort growled, “before you get hurt.”

The evil hadn’t yet claimed the man, but it lay there festering and growing in strength. Still, he might be able to escape it. People had in the past.

Matt glanced up at the fire lighting up the forest. The growing light of the flames—closer now than they had been—had almost made the headlamps unnecessary. The fire was getting closer, and the heat was more intense. Embers coasted down the hill like snowflakes, thankfully winking out before they touched the treetops.

“Hey.”

A hand caught Matt in the center of his chest and brought him up short. He looked down at Angie, relieved that she still looked normal. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” She smiled up at him. “I just wanted to remind you to hydrate.”

He nodded and took out one of the gallon jugs of water he’d brought with him. Uncapping it, he chugged back the water, not taking as much as he wanted because he knew that would make him sick. All he was really doing was cycling water back into his system. He’d sweat this out before long, too. The trick was to try to stay ahead of total dehydration. He scanned the surrounding forest, wanting to move more quickly, searching for Mr. Dark. The clown was out there somewhere.

Angie uncapped her own jug and drank deeply. Matt reached down for one of the large rakes they were using to pull back debris to leave the earth bare.

A few feet away, Ernie had stepped off the line and was leaning against a tree.

“Daddy?” Angie’s voice was a soft cry of uncertainty. She hurried over to her father.

Ernie looked up at Angie’s approach and frowned in disapproval. His weathered features showed no sign of infections or lesions. “What’s wrong with you, girl?”

“I wanted to make sure you were all right.” Angie drew up short.

“I’m fine. You need to look after your own self.” Ernie shook his head. “I’ve been doing this since before you was born.”

“I know, Daddy.”

“The incident commander just called.” Ernie held up the handie-talkie he’d been assigned. “They got some houses up ahead they need somebody to check on. He thinks maybe some of them folks didn’t get out.” He frowned. “Stupid people, takin’ chances in a situation like this. Plumb foolishness is what it is. Wants me to cut someone loose to go have a look. Like I got people to spare. Shoulda told him he needed to choose between gettin’ this line in an’ some idiots too stupid to save themselves.” He put the handie-talkie back on his belt.

“I’ll do it. I can get there and get back pretty quickly.”

Ernie squinted up at Matt. “You sure?”

Matt held up the compass. “I can find my way.” He welcomed the chance to cut loose from the group and have a look around for Mr. Dark. The sooner he found the clown, the sooner maybe he could find a way to end this.

“You want to watch yourself over there. Incident commander says the helicopter pilot thinks new fires are springing up down around that area.”

Matt nodded. That was even better. The trail to Mr. Dark was getting hotter.

“Just make sure them houses is empty. Then get on back here.”

“Shouldn’t someone go with Matt?” Angie asked. “Nobody should be alone in this.”

Ernie shook his head. “He’ll be fine. He won’t be gone long.”

Matt nodded. “Those people are probably long since evacuated, but it’ll be good to know that for sure if the fire is headed that way. I’ll be fine.” He turned and started jogging, knowing that Mr. Dark was somewhere up ahead of him.
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Three houses sat in a cul-de-sac deep in the forest. Two of them were dark inside, with only a couple of security lights on outside. The third one, the one at the deepest end of the cul-de-sac, had lights on inside.

Matt glanced back at the fire. The whole time he’d been running towards the area, the wildfire had been closing in. Fire department and park services helicopters had been making bucket runs, scooping up water from Rogue River and hauling it back to fight the blaze. They were joined by the local media helicopter teams buzzing at a slightly higher altitude.

He clambered through the fence and crossed the blacktop road. He sprinted to the first porch and banged on the door with his fist. “Hello! Anybody in there?”

The only response was a loud bark. Maybe nobody human was home, but they’d left the dog. Frustrated by the locked door, Matt put down his chainsaw and drew his grandfather’s ax from his pack, then stepped back. He swung twice. The sharp blade bit deeply into the wood beside the locks. The door shivered and splintered.

Stepping closer, he drove his foot into the door and it sprang open. He swiveled his head, lighting up the interior with the headlamp. A German shepherd stood revealed, crouched down in attack mode, white fangs gleaming. The proximity of the fire had traumatized the animal.

“It’s okay.” Matt spoke soothingly but held the ax nice and easy in front of him in case he had to fend the animal off. “Just wanted to make sure you had a way out, pooch. That’s all.” He slowly backed off the porch. “Now, c’mon, boy. You don’t want to be in this house if that wildfire comes calling. At least out here you’ll have a chance.”

The dog stopped barking and edged forward cautiously. Orange coals gleamed in its eyes, reflecting the fire.

“C’mon, boy. C’mon outside.”

Tentatively, the shepherd left the house and ran to the side. Its eyes rolled white with fear. The animal halted at the edge of the porch and watched Matt.

“Get on out of here, boy.” Matt turned his attention to the second house and beat on the door. No one answered. He broke in and scouted around quickly, finding the premises empty.

Then he heard a little girl scream in the third house. The one with the lights on.
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In the living room, Daddy didn’t seem to have heard the warning. He was still yelling at Mommy, the cords in his neck standing out, his fat, unshaved cheeks quivering because he was so mad. “Admit it! Admit that you’re sleeping with him! Just be honest!”

“All right, I’m sleeping with him, and he’s better than you’ve ever been!”

Howling in his mad voice, Daddy threw himself at Mommy, his hands reaching for her neck. Mommy got a two-handed grip on the poker and swung. The iron bar smacked Daddy in the side of the head and left a dent. He stopped and fell down, eyes staring blankly at the ceiling.

Penny stifled a scream.

Beside her, the clown was laughing. She’d never before been scared of clowns, but she was afraid of this one.

Mommy dropped the poker on the floor and walked over to the liquor cabinet. She kept wine there. Daddy kept his beer in the fridge. Mommy poured herself a glass.

“You don’t appreciate me, Howard. You never did. You don’t even want to know what I have to do to keep this crummy job so we can have a roof over our heads.”

In front of the fireplace, blood dripped from Daddy’s broken head.

Daddy’s dead. Penny knew that was the truth, but she didn’t feel sad or anything. Like she was supposed to. In cartoons, when somebody died, everybody else felt really sad. Penny didn’t. She felt the same way she did when Sylvester the Cat kept dying in that Looney Tunes cartoon, watching each one of his nine lives grow angel wings and fly away.

Daddy didn’t grow angel wings.

But he did blink a couple of times. Then he stood up stiffly, looked around for Mommy, and walked over to her while she stood there pouring herself another glass of wine and talking in her mad voice.

“I tell you, until I got this job, I thought you were sick and perverted, Howard. But this guy? This guy has read Fifty Shades of Grey. Just the sex parts, though, because there’s nothing nice about him. I was just telling you that. He went out and got his own paddle, and he loves swinging for the fences. If you ever got a look at my ass, which is never going to happen again in this lifetime, you—”

Mommy stopped talking and dropped her wineglass when Daddy’s hands closed on her throat from behind.

The clown looked down at Penny and winked. “See? I told you this was getting good.” He reached under his jacket and pulled out a lollipop. “Want a pop?”
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Matt started up the steps and the little girl’s screams ripped loose inside again.

“No, Daddy! Don’t hurt Mommy!”

Matt glanced around and spotted a few kids’ toys lying there. Sickness twisted in his stomach, but he steeled himself against it. He reached for the door, tried it, and discovered it was locked.

The little girl screamed again, and this time there was a loud smack of flesh striking flesh. The screaming stopped.

Matt gripped his ax, set himself, and swung. The ax bit down through the wood veneer and stopped suddenly when it reached the steel security core. He yanked it free and swung again, aiming for the doorframe.

Wood splintered. Another blow and the door swung inward. Matt followed it, heart climbing to the back of his throat when he saw Mr. Dark standing near the closet on the other side of the room.

“Hiya, Matt.” Mr. Dark waved a maggot-infested lollipop in greeting. “You missed the warm-up act, but it looks like it’s going to be a killer ending.”

A little girl lay crying at Mr. Dark’s feet. The left side of her face was red and bruised. The closet door was open, revealing a small boy lying curled in a fetal position inside.

To the left, a man and a woman—the parents, Matt guessed—stood locked in combat. The man had his hands around the woman’s neck from behind and was choking her, but she still reached around and was clawing his face. Her fingernails caught his eyes and popped them like grapes. Blood and viscous fluid tracked down his rotted face. He roared in pain and a cloud of blue bottle flies poured from between his lips. Then he bit her ear, grabbing hold of her earring and tearing the entire ear away.

Strands of cartilage hung from the ear. They quivered and shook, then reached out to caress the man’s lips. When he yelled again, the ear clung to him, then reached up and caught hold of a nostril. As Matt stared in horrified disbelief, the amputated ear folded itself and crawled up the man’s nose, packed tight one moment, gone the next.

The woman managed to pull one of his hands free. She bit into his palm, then sucked his thumb into her mouth and worked at chewing it off. The man didn’t release his grip on her throat. Her head turned dark and started rotting, caving in from the top.

Matt darted forward to get the little girl.

“No! Those are our kids!” The man growled and released the woman. Faces rotting, maggots stirring in their eyes and eyeholes, they stared at Matt. “You’re not taking our kids!”

The boy was in no shape to walk. Matt hoped it wasn’t true of the girl. He picked her up and placed her on her feet. “Can you walk, sweetheart?”

The girl nodded. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth.

“Good. See if you can get your brother out of here, okay?”

“Okay.” The girl took the boy’s hand and pulled him to his feet, then towards the door.

The woman pointed at the girl. “Don’t you even think about leaving, Penny! You know better than to go off with strangers!”

“Stranger danger! Stranger danger!” the man squawked, staring at them with his bloody eyeholes. Something moved in behind one of them. Matt wondered if it was the wandering ear, but he didn’t know.

Mr. Dark laughed and twirled the lollipop in his mouth. “Overprotective parents. You gotta watch out for those.”

Matt took a fresh grip on his ax. “Get your brother out of here. Do it now.”

The little girl started moving, hugging the wall and heading for the door as she pulled her brother after her.

“Those kids aren’t going anywhere!” The woman set herself and leapt.

Unable to swing the ax, Matt blocked with the wooden handle instead, popping the ghastly woman in the face and driving her back. She howled in anger and agony as she stumbled back. Recovering, she spat out a mouthful of teeth, which hit the floor and bounced. By the time the teeth hit the floor again, they’d sprouted legs and stinging tails. They rushed at Matt, tails poised to sting.

Controlling his fear, knowing he needed to buy time for the kids to get away, Matt raised a boot and started stomping the bug-teeth. They squashed flat and broke open like beetles, but some of them had silver fillings inside.

“You can’t just bust my wife in the mouth, mister! If anybody’s going to do it, it’s going to be me!” The man circled around like a pro wrestler, arms waving wildly.

Mr. Dark laughed. “Even if you get by Mr. and Mrs. Dysfunctional, you still have that wildfire out there waiting on you, Matt. And it’s churning and burning, turning even as we speak. Not all of your little friends are going to get out of this alive. What a predicament.”

Not all the people Matt met got to live. That was one thing Matt knew and didn’t want to accept. He didn’t know what had set him and Mr. Dark at odds, but he was determined not to lose any innocents if he could help it. The problem was that he couldn’t always help it. Innocent people died every time Mr. Dark showed up.

Since the man wasn’t getting any closer at the moment and the woman seemed to be still stunned, Matt went after the woman. He swung a horizontal blow at her head, but she ducked, moving faster than he thought she’d be able to. The ax struck the wall and stuck there for a moment, embedded in a stud. By the time Matt freed the ax, the woman had a poker in her hand and was thrusting at his groin.

Matt swung the ax handle down, succeeded in knocking the poker aside just before it touched him, and spun towards the woman along the outside of her arm. As he moved, he switched hands with the ax and brought it down in a vertical blow that split the woman’s head down to her shoulders. The two halves quivered and shook as she continued standing there.

Yanking the ax back, Matt turned, set himself, and kicked her in the center of the chest, knocking her backward through the window behind her. She crashed through the glass and disappeared.

Breath burning hoarsely, Matt spun to face the man, getting the ax up just in time to keep his opponent’s teeth from his throat.

“I’m going to kill you!”

Matt kicked the man in the crotch hard enough to lift him off the floor. Unbelievably, the man wasn’t incapacitated, staying focused on getting to Matt. Another two kicks produced the same lack of results. The man pushed hard, leaning into Matt with all his considerable weight, forcing him back towards the wall by the fireplace.

From his periphery, Matt saw that the roiling orange cloud of flames and smoke had crawled closer to the cul-de-sac. The wildfire was gaining speed and changing direction.

The man pinned Matt against the wall with his bulk, then started trying to bite Matt’s face, jaws snapping so hard they splintered teeth. Bracing himself, Matt butted his head into his attacker’s face, then heaved with his shoulders like he was bench-pressing the man. When there was enough space, Matt slipped to the side, eluding the man’s grip, then rammed the ax handle into the back of the man’s neck and knocked him to the floor.

Putting one foot on his fallen foe, Matt lifted the ax high and brought it down, splitting the man’s skull. The man quivered and quaked and lay still.
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Inside the garage, Matt looked at the two vehicles housed there. One was a newer-looking midsized sedan. The other was a king cab Ford pickup with two four-wheelers in the back. The kids stood next to the pickup.

“Do you know where the keys are?” Matt asked.

She pointed at the pickup. “Daddy keeps them behind the sun visor.”

“What about keys for the car?”

“Mommy has those in her purse.”

Matt tried to remember everything in the living room. He didn’t remember seeing a purse, and he didn’t want to go back inside the house. He opened the pickup door, tipped down the visor, and caught the keys when they spilled down into his hands. There were three key rings. Two of them were to the four-wheelers.

“Okay, let’s take the truck.”

Matt strapped the girl and the boy into the pickup’s backseat, then dropped his gear into the pickup bed and clambered behind the wheel. He turned the key, listened to the engine turn over slowly for a moment as the wildfire coasted closer and closer, then breathed a sigh of relief when the pickup roared to life.

At the same moment, the wind shifted and the whole top of the hill seemed to ignite. Flames raced around the cul-de-sac, heading for the house and the garage.

Slipping the transmission into gear, Matt let off on the clutch and shot out of the garage. He stayed on the manicured yards, roaring past the houses, stopping at the first one, where he’d freed the dog. Setting the emergency brake, he slipped the transmission into neutral and jumped out. He sprinted over to the porch and picked up the chainsaw, knowing he was going to need it again before the night was over.

A shadow rushed at him out of the darkness, and he wheeled to meet it. At the last minute, he recognized the dog, panicked and frenzied. Unwilling to try to pick the animal up until he absolutely was forced to, Matt lowered the pickup’s tailgate. The dog leapt up into the pickup bed, shivered, sneezed, and wagged his tail.

“Good boy.” Matt petted the dog on the head when it came over to him, endured it licking the side of his face as he closed the tailgate again, and raced for the truck cab. Behind him, the wildfire surrounded the kids’ house, swarmed up it, and started devouring the structure.

Matt stabbed the transmission back into gear and let off the clutch once more. They roared down the blacktop.

“Mister,” the little girl called from the back.

Matt looked at her in the rearview mirror. She had her arms wrapped around her little brother. “Yeah?”

“Are Daddy and Mommy dead?”

God, I hope so! Matt didn’t know what to tell her for a moment, then decided the truth was the best way. Kids generally knew when they were being lied to about something big. “I think so.”

“Okay.” The girl seemed happy about that and snuggled down in the seat with her brother, wrapping them both in a blanket she’d found back there.

Matt drove, knowing that if the wildfire had turned so quickly over the houses that it might have overrun the Lombard Lumber team.

A figure stepped out in front of him and he swerved to miss Angie, tromping hard on the brake. The pickup skidded to a halt and Angie quickly caught up and opened the passenger door.

“What are you doing?” Matt asked.

“I came to check on you. You were gone longer than you should have been.” Angie looked over the seat into the back. “Hi.”

“Hi,” the little girl said.

Angie looked back at Matt, a concern on her face. “Where are their parents?”

Matt put the truck back in gear and his foot on the accelerator. “They didn’t make it.”
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There was no warning when the wind shifted, and when it did, everything changed.

“Hey, Harv. Ease up. We’re just clearing the ground. Not digging to China.”

At that moment, hearing Jimmy’s whiny voice, Harvey almost exploded. He was ready for someone to bear the brunt of his misfortune. Then he spotted the wildfire suddenly racing across the forest canopy like it was jet-propelled.

“Look out!” Harvey roared, feeling the sudden heat almost hot enough to blister his face.

The fire line broke and the team scattered as the flames rushed through. The wildfire moved so fast that it sounded like a locomotive. The noise was eerie, like a pulling engine and railroad cars should show up at any minute. Somebody had told Harvey that the sound was caused by the displacement of regular air with superheated air. He didn’t know if that was true or not, but it sounded logical to him.

Then the sky seemed to open up and fire rained down on them. Smoke whipped through the trees and ripped away vision and air. Harvey couldn’t breathe and suddenly couldn’t see three feet in front of him. And that was only when he could bear to keep his eyes open while they bled tears.

He ran, not certain if he was sprinting towards the blaze or away from it, obeying that primeval instinct that twitched through him from the dim recesses of his brain. The smoke choked him down quickly, robbing him of his breath. He tried to call out for his father and felt guilty the instant he did it. His father had plenty of problems himself trying to get away from the fire. If anything, he should be trying to help his father.

Get low. Get low. The smoke won’t be as bad close to the ground. Harvey dropped to the earth and tried to burrow in like some kind of earthworm. He wanted to rip away the bandanna that covered his lower face but he knew that would be a mistake. Breathing in this much smoke could block his lungs, fill them up with particulates that wouldn’t allow the oxygen exchange. That was always a danger.

He remained still in the grass, heart thudding, wondering if the fire was closing in on him, cutting him off from all escape routes. Trying to calm himself, he struggled to bring his breathing under control. He could smell the scent of fresh grass. He thought maybe that was a good sign. He hoped it was.

Blinking his eyes, he tried to clear the bleariness from his vision. He rolled over onto his back and gazed up. The treetops blazed and a curtain of fire seared the sky.

“Harvey! Harvey!”

Hearing Gary’s voice, Harvey rolled over to his knees and looked around. Finally, he was able to make out the headlamp wandering around in the smoke. “Over here!” He waved his arms, then had a coughing fit from the exertion.

“Harvey!” The headlamp froze, then came at him. The beam of light flipped and flopped around.

“Yeah. Keep coming. I’m over here.” Harvey reached around to his back and discovered he still had his water. He’d dropped the chainsaw somewhere, couldn’t even remember what direction he’d come in from. Without a compass and with all the smoke around, he had no idea where he was.

Scott will have a compass. Scott will probably have a dozen different mental maps of the area that he can just pull up and use to get the hell out of here. In that moment of helplessness and fear, Harvey hated his brother with a passion he’d never before known.

It was a good thing it was Gary coming over to him, because if it had been Scott, things might not have had a nice ending. Not that they were going to anyway. For all Harvey knew, he and the other man were ringed in by the fire and were waiting to suffocate or burn to death in the next few minutes.

Harvey pulled out his water jug and drank. Then he threw up most of it because he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs.

“Hey, man. You okay?” Gary stood over him, looking down. He was way too calm.

That’s ’cause he’s a newbie. He doesn’t know the true depth of the shitstorm he’s standing in. Gonna find out real soon now, though. That thought almost made Harvey laugh. He probably would have if he didn’t feel sick and could breathe enough to trust himself to laugh.

“I’m fine. Sucked in too much smoke.”

“Yeah. I know what you mean.” Gary glanced around and looked uncomfortable, as if he was only then realizing how totally screwed they were. “Where is everybody?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. When the fire came, everybody scattered.”

“We didn’t have a choice. Anybody who got caught up in that was a dead man.” Gary glanced at Harvey with a haunted look in his weeping eyes. “Nobody got caught up in that, did they?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe we should go back and make sure.”

“Sounds good. You know which way back is?”

Gary hesitated, then shook his head. “No.” He paused. “Does that mean we’re lost?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what it means.” Harvey pushed himself to his feet. “Best advice I can give you is that we head down the incline. That way’s gotta be the bottom. We head that way, we get outta this smoke.”

“That’s going to be hard.” Gary pointed downhill. “The fire has swept through that area.”

Harvey studied the lower elevation and saw that Gary was speaking the truth. The fire had skipped over the area where they were and ignited the lower reaches, leaving the void. It wouldn’t take long for the flames to start back this way, though.

“Okay, then we walk along the edge of the fire and try to get around it.”

“Sounds risky.”

“It is. It’s even riskier to stand here with your thumb up your ass.”

Gary nodded. “Okay, which way?”

Harvey started to answer, but then he thought about all that bad luck he’d run into at the casino. “You pick. Left or right.”

Bending down, Gary plucked a few blades of grass. “We’ll walk against the wind. Stands to reason that if the wind is blowing towards us and we’re not walking into flames, it has to be clear that way.”

It made a twisted kind of sense. But it was also possible that they’d be walking into the teeth of the wildfire. Since he didn’t know which it was, Harvey nodded. “Sounds good.” He watched as Gary released the grass.

The blades of grass swirled in clockwise circles and dropped almost right where Gary had plucked them.

“Great,” Harvey said. “That doesn’t help a lot.”

“They swirled clockwise, though. That means we’re in the northern hemisphere.”

“What?”

“Water spins clockwise down a drain when you’re in the northern hemisphere. It’s the Coriolis force, and it doesn’t work on small bodies of water. Hurricanes and tornados do, but not sink drains.”

“We already know we’re in the northern hemisphere.”

Gary didn’t have anything to say to that.

“You’re a science teacher?” Harvey asked.

“I’m an English teacher.”

“Fantastic. Maybe you can come up with some great last words we can say.” Harvey started walking to the left, breathing shallowly through the bandanna.
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“I can’t let you go back in there, Miss Lombard. That would be committing suicide.”

“You can’t stop me.” Angie squared up against the harried fire fighter in front of her, and Matt knew she was going to deck the man if he didn’t step aside. He didn’t try to interfere because he knew she’d turn on him, too.

A few days after taking the job at Lombard Lumber, he’d gone to a bar with the other men to be sociable. Angie had come in on her own and kept to herself because there was tension between her and her brothers. They hadn’t liked the fact that she’d come home and split their father’s attention one more way.

One of the regulars in the bar had decided to try his luck with her. She’d been polite but firm, and when the guy had tried to press the issue, Angie had flattened him with a hard right hand, then kicked him when he tried to get back up. Scott and Harvey had to step in when the guy’s friends decided to champion their fallen member. Instead, at the show of solidarity among the lumberjacks, they’d scooped up their friend and retreated.

Angie had no problem getting physical.

She stood in the clearing where one of the rescue teams had set up, nose to nose with a grizzled old fire fighter, who was remaining polite with effort.

“Your father’s position has been overrun by the wildfire, Miss Lombard. Wherever you left them, you can bet they’re not there anymore.” Sweat trickled down the fire fighter’s face, gleaming in the firelight. “Not unless they didn’t have a chance to get clear.”

Around them, emergency personnel treated fire fighters who’d suffered burns and smoke inhalation from fighting the wildfire. A fire engine sat in the middle of the organized chaos, running out lines in case they had to defend their position against the blaze. Angie and Matt had left the two kids and the dog with EMTs, saying Matt had rescued them but hadn’t been able to save the parents. If the kids started talking about what had happened at the house, Matt knew he was going to be in trouble. But the worst of it still lay out there in the wildfire.

“If your father’s still alive in there,” the fire fighter said, “it’ll be best if he makes it out on his own. Trust me.”

“My brothers are in there, too.”

The fire fighter shook his head doggedly. “I’m sorry. I really am. But there’s nothing we can do.”

Trembling with frustration, Angie turned away from the man, but she cursed him soundly.

Matt had already headed back to the Ford pickup on the outskirts of the triage center. He backed the truck into the side of a low hill and left the keys in the ignition in case someone had to move the vehicle later. He kept the key to one of the four-wheelers, then tossed the other one to Angie.

He clambered up into the bed and checked the gas tanks on the four-wheelers, finding them both full. It didn’t make any difference which one he took. Matt tucked a flare gun and a walkie-talkie he’d picked up from the rescue teams into the pockets on his protective pants, then added a first aid kit and the coil of climbing rope he’d found in the pickup bed to the cargo compartment of the four-wheeler.

“What are you doing?” Angie demanded.

“I’m going out there to look for your dad.” More than anything, Matt wanted to find Mr. Dark and try to put an end to the wildfire. The arsonist that the spotters had reported had to be a puppet of Mr. Dark’s.

“Then I’m going with you.”

“No.”

She looked at him fiercely. “Do either of us really have time for this argument?”

Matt knew they didn’t. He and Angie traded out their hard hats for helmets, strapping them on tight. The full face shield and high-impact-resistant shell would offer more protection than the hard hats. They kept the bandannas wrapped around their lower faces to filter out the smoke and debris.

When they were ready, gear strapped to the rear cargo decks, Matt lowered the tailgate. He climbed back aboard the unoccupied four-wheeler because Angie was already aboard the other one. He shoved the key into the ignition and nodded at her. Together, they switched the motors on and the four-wheelers roared to shuddering life.

The sudden blatting of the loud mufflers drew immediate attention even amid the other noises at the triage center. The grizzled fire fighter shouted at Angie, trotted towards her waving his arms, then called to the other fire fighters.

Angie twisted the throttle and shot out of the pickup bed, dropping a few inches to the hillside, then sped off around the approaching fire fighters. Matt was just behind her, standing up briefly on the foot pegs to absorb the shock of the landing. Then he twisted the throttle in an effort to catch up to Angie.

They headed out around the camp a moment before entering the forest. The dark haze of smoke waiting inside the tree line swallowed them up like a giant, murky amoeba. Knowing Mr. Dark was out there somewhere and the worst was undoubtedly yet to come, Matt steeled himself and stayed low over the four-wheeler’s handlebars.
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Jimmy was lost, which wasn’t anything new because sometimes he got lost a lot. Sometimes he didn’t even know he was lost until he came out of a brain fog left over from a mellow drunk or back from whatever altered mind state he’d gotten into through some deep dank. Then he’d kind of wake up and find himself wherever he happened to be.

It was like that now. Everything was surreal, and it was on fire. Squinting against the brightness, he thought he remembered being in the forest fighting fires with the Lombard Lumber crew, but he didn’t see any of them around anymore. He guessed maybe he’d drifted off to sleep and this was some kind of really vibrant dream.

Except for all the hacking and coughing, the dream was pretty cool. If he was hacking and coughing in real life while he was dreaming, he figured he’d wake up any second now.

Only he didn’t, so he kept walking and hacking and coughing.

He didn’t think it was strange at all when he spotted the astronaut appearing out of the smoky haze in front of him. Depending on which chemical had altered Jimmy’s mind, he could always count on some really wild dreams. He wondered where the girls were. In the best dreams, there were always girls without a stitch of clothes on. He’d chase them, but he could never catch them, which was frustrating, but he enjoyed looking at them. It was kind of like his private strip-show marathon.

The astronaut’s silver suit gleamed, reflecting the yellow and orange flames that sprouted around him. The astronaut pulled an ice chest behind him, one of those things with giant all-terrain wheels an extreme sports enthusiast would love. The ice chest bumped and clinked as the cans rattled around inside it.

Jimmy headed towards the astronaut. No way could he just walk by something like that. He half expected to never reach the astronaut, kind of like he could never catch those naked girls, but in just a minute, he was standing in front of the silver-suited guy.

At least, Jimmy assumed it was a guy. For all he knew, it could have been one of those naked girls in an astronaut suit. She’d see him, then jump out of that suit like she was coming out of one of those cakes.

That would have been cool.

But that didn’t happen. The astronaut stopped and raised a garden wand, like his mother used on her roses, in his right hand like he meant business. Flames coiled and darted at the end of it like a snake’s tongue.

Jimmy smiled at the silver astronaut, lifted his right hand in a split-fingered Vulcan greeting, and said, “I come in peace.”

The astronaut’s head leaned to one side like he was trying to get a better look. Then he let the garden wand drop to his side, still connected to his wrist by a band, and reached up to push the hood back. Then the guy spoke in English, which was kind of a bummer. Jimmy was expecting Klingon or something.

“Goat-Boy!”

Jimmy frowned. He hated that name, but ever since he’d started sprouting chin whiskers back in high school and couldn’t get his beard to fill in on the sides, he’d gotten stuck with that stupid nickname. The fact that the guys at Lombard Lumber had glommed on to the name was even worse. It was like he couldn’t lose the name no matter where he went.

Then Jimmy recognized the guy in the astronaut suit from back in high school. The birthmark and half-closed eye were unforgettable. He smiled. “Gorgon!”

“I don’t like that name.” Frowning, Freddy reached for his garden wand.

“I don’t like being called Goat-Boy.”

After a moment, Freddy shrugged and lightened up. “I get that. What’s your name? Can’t remember.”

“Jimmy.”

“Call me Freddy.”

“Sure.”

“You want a beer?”

“In the middle of a wildfire?” Jimmy laughed maniacally. “Hell yeah!”

Freddy reached into the ice chest, took out a beer, and handed it over.

“Thanks.” Jimmy cracked the can open.

“No sweat.” Freddy pulled out another beer for himself. He pulled the tab and took a long draught.

“What are you doing out here?”

Freddy grinned. “Burning stuff.” He tapped a badge on his chest. “Park ranger in charge of wildfires. I’m out here getting rid of deadwood. And stupid Ents that crush cars.”

Jimmy gazed at the encroaching wildfire in awe. “You did this?”

“Yep.” Freddy picked up the wand and pulled the trigger. A long tongue of fire jetted out and splashed a nearby tree. Instantly, flames started licking up the bark, looking like a blurry monkey hunching on the trunk before it raced up the side. “Whipped this up at the salvage yard. One of the most awesome things I’ve ever made.”

“Really cool.” Jimmy grinned. “Redneck death ray.” He felt his jacket. “I had some marshmallows somewhere. Brought ’em special when I found out about the wildfire. Figured the guys would get a laugh out of ’em.” He frowned. “But those guys don’t have a really good sense of humor. I tell you, I’ve been in better company.” He swigged his beer. “Never thought I’d say this, but I kinda miss high school.”

“Not me. High school sucked big green ones.” Freddy spurted fire a couple more times, like it was a nervous twitch or he just couldn’t hold it in. “Thinking maybe I might head over to the high school once I get out of here. Set it on fire and watch it burn. Want to come?”

Jimmy looked around. “I dunno. I came here with some people I’m supposed to be working with. Those guys with no sense of humor I was telling you about?”

“You’re out here with somebody?”

“Yeah. Lombard Lumber. We signed on with the rescue effort for hazard pay.” Jimmy smiled at the burning forest. “I hope we’re not getting paid for results, because we stink at this.”

“Where are the other guys?”

Jimmy shook his head. “Dunno. Fire come up on us outta nowhere, like it was a big cat pouncing on us.”

Freddy smiled at that and took another drink of beer. “Like a dragon, you mean. A huge, nasty, fire-breathing dragon.”

“Sure, like a dragon.” The look in Freddy’s eyes was starting to creep Jimmy out a little. “Anyways, we got scattered.”

Movement to Jimmy’s right drew his attention. He sipped beer again and watched as three smoke-covered men stumbled through the trees and the grayish haze and falling ash. At first Jimmy thought they might have been guys from Lombard Lumber, but he didn’t recognize any of them.

One of them pointed a Pulaski at Freddy. “Hey! What are you doing out here?”

Freddy just looked at them and didn’t answer.

The men came forward cautiously, spreading out like a pack of wolves approaching a kill. “I asked you a question, boy,” the beefy guy growled. “Are you the one been out here starting forest fires?”

“Yeah, I am.” Freddy lifted the garden wand and hosed the three men down with flames. “But the forest is just the beginning.”

The men tried to run, turned and headed back the way they’d come, but they didn’t get far before the flames wreathed them and sucked their air away. They flopped to the ground and just burned, flailing in blind helplessness, setting fire to the grass around them.

“Idiots. Bringing axes to a flamethrower fight. Bunch of losers. They should know to stay out of park ranger business.” Freddy shook his head at them, then took another sip of his beer and switched his attention back to Jimmy. “You could still go with me.”

“Where?”

“To burn down the high school.”

Jimmy acted like he was thinking about it just to be polite in case Freddy got pissed about that. “Nah, I’ll probably wake up soon. You don’t want me waking up and ruining the dream before you get to burn the school down. I’ll just wander around a little bit longer, wake up wherever I fell down. Thanks for the beer.”

“You’re welcome. Here’s one for the road.” Freddy tossed him another beer, then took hold of the ice chest handle again and got under way, disappearing into the thick smoke in the space of a few minutes.

Jimmy tossed his empty and opened the fresh can. He kept walking, wondering where the girls were, wondering if he was going to cough himself awake before he got to see them, thinking it was really weird to see Freddy Grogan in an astronaut suit in a forest fire.
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Matt took the compass from his shirt pocket and checked it to make certain that he and Angie were still headed west. The needle held steady at due north, and they were hitting the mark he’d set. Angie had grudgingly let him take the lead since he had the compass, but she kept riding his ass, silently urging him to go faster. He was afraid if he had to brake suddenly, she’d run right over him, and he was concerned that if he went any faster, he’d end up losing control of the four-wheeler and killing himself. Even without the smoke all around them, he was overrunning the headlight.

Riding the four-wheeler across the broken terrain was difficult. The hillside was steep enough to make overturning a real danger. Bouncing and jerking, the four-wheeler moved like a bucking bronco beneath him, stiff and surefooted at the same time. He preferred motorcycles to quads because he’d always felt like more of the machine on two wheels than he did on four.

The motor suddenly raced as the tires started turning insanely fast, without resistance, and he knew he was airborne a heartbeat before he crashed back to earth. A wobbly moment passed before he regained control over the four-wheeler. He had to resist the urge to leap from it so it didn’t land on him. A rider couldn’t control four-wheelers with bodyweight the way he could a motorcycle. Then he had all four wheels on the ground again and was zipping right along.

Angie was right behind him.

Glancing to his left, Matt saw that the fire had crept farther down the hill, and he also spotted the fire line, seeing where brush had been piled to one side of the barren eighteen inches that had been chopped along the ground. He pointed the trail out to Angie.

She barely nodded, then zipped past him like he was sitting still.

“Wait!” Shouting did no good. Even if she’d heard him over the roar of the fire and the growl of the four-wheeler engines, Matt was sure she would have ignored him. He twisted the throttle harder, trying to keep up with her, watching for the flare of her brake light to let him know she was slowing. He didn’t want her to get hurt.

Within moments, they reached the point where the fire line ended in a wall of flame. Angie’s four-wheeler’s brake light flared ruby in the haze and she stopped a scant six feet from the towering flames stretching from the ground to the treetops.

She stared straight ahead. “The fire line ends here. Dad and the others have to be on the other side of this.”

Or they’re dead somewhere in the middle of it. Matt didn’t voice that conclusion. Angie wouldn’t have let him strip her of her hope at any rate. And the thought had to have crossed her mind.

She backed up for an instant, then sped forward again, following the edge of the fire farther downhill. Matt knew she was planning on getting around the fire, but he didn’t know if that was possible. He already knew it was very dangerous.

But he didn’t have a choice if he meant to find Mr. Dark. The creature was out there waiting somewhere. Matt could feel that malign presence in the center of everything, like a spider nestled in its web, just waiting for prey.
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Trapped in the burning forest with no way out that he could see, Big Mort Carruthers experienced a strange calm. He wasn’t going to die. Somehow he knew that. The fire seemed too familiar, and in that realization, he flashed back to Afghanistan. He’d been a ground pounder there, helping keep the peace in a country that was so divided, the US government couldn’t tell if it was winning the War on Terror there or not.

He stumbled through the burning woods, breathing harshly through the bandanna that covered his mouth and nose, but he was seeing the buildings he’d scouted in Afghanistan’s cities, with Tangos hiding around every corner. Timmons marched at his side.

Big Mort was so tangled up in the fantasy that he didn’t see the three park rangers in smoke gear until they were almost on top of them. He rounded a copse of trees that reminded him of a shoe repair shop in Kandahar. The cobbler had had a beautiful daughter. That almost sounded like a country-and-western song. Then Big Mort caught her out by herself. When they found her later, she’d been the “victim” of an IED. She’d been a victim before that, too.

“You guys okay?” The park rangers wore oxygen masks that looked like the old gas masks from World War I. The hose connections resembled elephant’s trunks that curled over their shoulders. They carried Pulaski axes and chainsaws.

Big Mort wanted one of those masks and a Pulaski and a chainsaw. He’d lost his gear when the wildfire wrapped around and scattered the Lombard crew.

“Could use a little help here.” Big Mort stumbled and sank down to one knee like he was on his last legs. He curled a big hand around a softball-sized stone lying on the ground.

“Sure, buddy. I got you.” One of the park rangers ran over to Big Mort and wrapped an arm around his chest, working to keep him on his feet.

Big Mort looked at Timmons, and in that look, they both knew what the other was thinking. Timmons’ mouth curved down and turned hard, his idea of a smile, and he gave a slight nod.

“Yeah. Me, too. Feeling lightheaded.”

Another ranger ran towards Stanley.

Holding on to his would-be rescuer, Big Mort twisted viciously and slammed the rock into the back of the guy’s skull, feeling the bone give way. He was dead, already slumping to the ground, when Big Mort caught his protective jacket and held him up. In the hazy smoke surrounding them, the third ranger hadn’t clearly seen what had happened.

“Something wrong?” The man started forward.

Behind him, Timmons wrapped the second guy in an arm bar and tilted his head forward, relaxing the neck tendons the way Big Mort had taught him because the movies always got that wrong, then slit the man’s throat with the box knife he carried. Blood spurted, spraying through the smoke.

The sight struck Big Mort as funny, and he couldn’t help laughing out loud.

A gurgled yelp for help caught the third ranger’s attention. He spun around and saw the blood gushing down his friend’s chest. Big Mort supposed the guy didn’t see much violence in his career as a park ranger, because he froze up like an FNG on his first day in-country.

“My God! What happened?”

The guy was clueless to the fact that Timmons had just killed his friend. His John Q. Public mentality didn’t register the possibility that someone would slit his buddy’s throat.

By that time, Big Mort had the dead park ranger’s chainsaw in his hands. He pulled the cord and it fired right up. The last ranger—the lone ranger, Big Mort thought with a giggle—turned back around just in time to catch the chainsaw’s teeth with his hands as he tried to block it from his head.

The chainsaw ripped through the guy’s hands, throwing amputated fingers in all directions. Then the teeth dug into the guy’s forehead, jerking his face like an old cartoon gag reel. In the next instant, the guy’s head exploded like a rotten egg and blood blew out like a geyser.

Dead, the man dropped to the ground. Big Mort towered over him, then killed the chainsaw.

“You tore up the mask,” Timmons said as he knelt down to strip the mask from the man he’d killed.

“Good thing we only need two.” Big Mort stripped the mask from the first man, then took the Pulaski fire ax, oxygen tank, and harness. When he had them secured on his body, he picked up the chainsaw and gazed at his partner.

Timmons looked back at him, the mask covered in blood. He used his finger to wipe away blood from the mask’s lenses.

“Your mask is a mess,” Big Mort said.

“Yeah, well, yours ain’t no prize, either.”

Big Mort wiped his finger against his left lens, trying to remove the blood. All he succeeded in doing was smearing it around so that it left a crimson film. As he looked around, he decided he liked the look, so he wiped the dead man’s blood over the other lens as well. He stared out at the encroaching flames.

“Wow. Really brings out the reds.”

“It does,” Timmons agreed. He stripped the gear from the dead man, then took a deep breath. “Air’s better.”

Big Mort nodded. The air he breathed from the mask was cooler, smelled fresher, but it made his brain dance like he’d been steadily drinking. “O2 is a little strong.”

“I like it.” Timmons’ mask raised a little as he grinned. “Kinda like the nitrous back at the dentist’s office.”

“Yeah.” Big Mort drew in a deep breath. The world around him became a kaleidoscope of weird imagery. Afghanistan, the fire, and shadows mixed and re-formed constantly. He smacked his lips, realizing that he was hungry when smell of bacon reached his nose. “I’m starving.”

“Me, too.”

“I could go for a big cheeseburger.”

“Yeah.” Timmons hoisted the chainsaw over his shoulder. With the mask covering his face, he kept reminding Big Mort of a ferret. It looked like Timmons had a long nose and whiskers, pointed ears, and beady eyes. “Know what I could go for?”

“What?”

Ferret-faced Timmons threw that big nose in the air and sniffed. “Angie Lombard. She’s out here somewhere. I can smell her.”

Throwing his own nose into the air, Big Mort suddenly realized he could smell Angie, too. Her scent—vanilla and woman—was mixed in with the smoke and gasoline smell and oil stink from the chainsaw. “I can smell her, too.” He turned around and around, trying to figure out which way it was coming from.

“I know how you boys feel,” a boisterous voice said. “You get a hankering for something—I mean, a full-on yearning for something—why, nothing else will do, will it?”

Turning towards the voice, Big Mort discovered that an elf was leaning out of a nearby hollow tree. It was strange that he hadn’t noticed that the tree was hollow before, but he hadn’t. Now it had this elf leaning out of a little window, looking up at him with a big, nasty grin.

The elf wasn’t a Keebler elf. With the orange hair, red rubber nose, pinched lips, and thin, wicked face, he might have been an evil cousin to the Keebler elves by way of a low-rent carnival. He wore a plaid chef’s apron and hat and held a spatula in one hand.

“I know a thing or two about sweet teeth, boys,” the elf said. “I pander to them every day. And I know what your sweet tooth wants.” His orange eyebrows danced over the white-painted face. “I can help you find what you’re looking for.”

A U2 riff came out of the tree, Bono singing, “I still haven’t found what I’m looking for.”

“Angie Lombard.” The elf smiled knowingly and leaned farther out of the hollow tree. “She’s what you want, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Stanley answered, and his long tongue was suddenly lolling out of the weasel face.

“Let me point the way.” The elf pointed into the forest. “Well, don’t stand around, boys.” The elf tapped his spatula on the window frame. “Get moving. Bon appétit, mes amis!” He reached up and slammed the window closed, and when he did, it disappeared into the bark.

Wheeling around, excitement buzzing through him, Big Mort loped in the direction the elf had pointed. Timmons bayed at his heels.
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Ernie Lombard gazed at the useless compass in his hand. The needle spun like a top, never stopping, never hesitating. It was like he was standing on top of magnetic north, which he wasn’t. Around him, the wildfire swelled closer, cutting off all escape.

“What’s wrong, boss?” Panting and smoke streaked, Cletus Brewman glanced at Ernie. Flames flickered in his pale blue eyes and revealed the fear dancing there. He held his chainsaw over his shoulder, one arm resting on the blade.

They’d gotten separated from the others when the fire curled back around and overran their position. Ernie hadn’t been surprised to find out that Cletus had ended up with him. The other man had been following him from one work site to the next for forty years. Before that, they’d gone to school together, played baseball on the varsity team, with Ernie throwing strikes and Cletus catching them. They’d grown old together.

“Damned compass has quit on me.” Ernie knocked the device against his other hand, hoping to jar it back into working order. “Only thing I had that I thought was more reliable than you.”

Cletus grinned. The expression was more wrinkled than it had been, but it was the same grin he’d been showing Ernie since they’d been getting batters out.

“Ain’t nothin’ more reliable than me, boss. I coulda told you that.”

“I suppose you could have.”

Cletus had been there with Ernie when he’d started Lombard Lumber, had helped him grow the business from a two-man operation into a medium-sized logging outfit in the 1980s, then helped him quietly accept that those days were over and they were back to a small operation.

Frustrated, Ernie dropped the compass into his shirt pocket and stared around at the forest. With all the smoke and the flames blazing everywhere, he didn’t know which way they’d come and which way they needed to go.

“Which way we goin’, boss?” Cletus pulled out his faded handkerchief and mopped at his brow. All he succeeded in doing was pushing around the soot and grime.

“Downhill.” Gazing in that direction, Ernie stared into a massive wall of flame. They weren’t going downhill in that direction. The fire seemed to stretch on endlessly, but he knew that wasn’t possible.

Cletus shook his head. “We ain’t goin’ that way.”

“Downhill as soon as we can, then.” Ernie headed up, away from the fire, trying to spot an angle he could take that would allow them to head down the hill again. There had to be a way.

The sharp, almost sweet smell of gasoline tickled Ernie’s nose and sent a trickle of fear eeling through him. He sniffed again, turned his head and sniffed once more, and realized that the gasoline odor was coming from behind him. Turning, he realized the aroma was coming from Cletus.

“Something wrong, boss?” Cletus shifted nervously.

“I smell gas. Turn around.”

Cletus turned to reveal the dark stain that ran down the back of his jacket to his pants. As Ernie watched, a few more drops of gas from the chainsaw’s cracked fuel reservoir leaked out and soaked into Cletus’ jacket.

Ernie grabbed the chainsaw. “Lemme have that. Your gas tank’s ruptured. Leakin’ all over everywhere. You’re gettin’ soaked.”

“Musta busted it one of them times I fell while we was runnin’.”

“Don’t see how you didn’t smell that.”

Cletus cursed. “It’s this stupid smoke. Always clogs up my sinuses. Can’t smell anything.”

“Gotta get you outta that jacket. Maybe outta them pants, too.” Ernie tossed the chainsaw over to the side. His heart started pounding, feeling like it was sliding out of rhythm the way it had three years ago when he’d ended up in the ER. He hadn’t told his sons or his daughter about that, but the doc had warned him that he needed to start taking things easier. That hadn’t been in the cards, though.

Cletus started pulling at his jacket zipper, paused, then tried again with the same lack of success. “Zipper’s stuck, boss! Can’t get it loose!”

“Lemme see that.” Ernie tugged on the zipper but it held fast.

All around them, the locomotive noise of the wildfire intensified. The flames crackled through the brush and came closer.

Giving up on the zipper, Ernie reached to his side and drew his knife and opened it with a practiced flick. The sharp blade caught the firelight for a moment. “Hold still.”

“Holdin’, boss.” Nervously, Cletus held his ground.

Ernie grabbed the man’s jacket and shoved the knife blade through, preparing to cut it off Cletus. The man would have less protection from the embers and heat, but it would be better than—

Cra-ack!

Hearing the threatening sound overhead, Ernie glanced up just in time to see a large, flaming branch split off a nearby tree. The twenty-foot limb crashed through the smaller branches, scattering leaves, twigs, and embers in its wake.

Ernie tried to grab a fistful of Cletus’ jacket at the same time Cletus yelled, “Look out, boss!” and shoved Ernie with both hands. Taken by surprise, Ernie stumbled backward. His foot hooked a rock or a fallen tree or something, and he toppled over. His head banged into the hard ground and he stared at the flaming canopy above him.

Heart pounding, head swimming, Ernie was barely aware of the long branch slamming down across his feet. Then he heard Cletus yelling. Forcing himself to his hands and knees, Ernie gasped for his breath and felt sharp pains tearing through his chest.

A few feet away, Cletus lay trapped by the burning branch. As Ernie watched, the fire spread to Cletus’ jacket and caught, tripling in size and burning hotter and brighter.

“No!” Ernie yelled hoarsely as Cletus yelled in agony. Ernie tried to push himself up and grab the water jug at his side at the same time. Black spots suddenly filled his vision, then swelled till he could see nothing at all.
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“Harvey! Harvey!”

Ignoring Gary Baker’s panicked yells, Harvey sidled off and put more distance between himself and the other man. Harvey had a plan. He’d figured it out in the last few minutes and he knew it was a way out for everybody.

He was going to die. In fact, he had to die.

“Harvey! Where are you?”

Gone. Good as gone. Gone and good riddance. Figuring he was far enough away that he wouldn’t be noticed, Harvey turned and ran. Just keep going straight, Gary. Don’t look for me. Get yourself out of here and somewhere safe.

Harvey was pretty sure he was close to the fire’s edge now. Gary was the one who had pointed out the darkness on the other side of the fire, and the flames seemed like they’d been thinning out. The smoke, though, was still thick enough to cut with a knife.

Harvey figured he could get out of the fire, off of the hill, and out of Ashland before anyone was the wiser. People would just assume, when he didn’t show up, that he’d gotten lost in the wildfire and died. They’d look for his body, but they couldn’t expect to find it, right? The fire was huge and the area it covered was immense. Rescue workers might look, but they wouldn’t really expect to find him.

They’d probably find other bodies on the hill, though. That would add to the confusion. Vagrants who’d crawled up on the hill to die. Murder victims would be there, too. The forest was a good place to drop a body. Hikers found the body of that homeless guy who played with sock puppets in 2008. He’d been burned up in a camp in Lithia Park. And that had been from a localized fire, not this huge beast rampaging through the forest now.

Harvey Lombard would just disappear in the fire and Bodeen could go whistle for that forty thousand dollars. Harvey would reinvent himself, get a new identity. There were sites on the Internet where you could do that. And there were people you could get fake papers from, good enough to get a job somewhere.

Harvey would get by. He didn’t have to live like a king. He never had. And he would stay out of casinos. He told himself he could do that, and he kept running from that life to the next one.

Then something hit him in the head so hard that the whole side of his face went numb and it felt like a nuke went off in his skull. He lurched to the side, no longer able to control his legs.

Vision blurred, nausea welling into a mossy ball in the pit of his stomach and bubbling up sourly in the back of his throat. Harvey rolled over onto his back and looked up. Scott loomed over him, and his brother’s rictus of a smile was shown in double vision. His brother wore an expression that Harvey had never before seen. It reminded Harvey of that look Jack Nicholson had in The Shining.

Here’s Scotty!

Looking totally at ease but as mad as a hatter, Scott held a pry bar in one hand. Harvey figured that must have been what his brother had hit him with, and if it was, he didn’t know how he was still alive.

“Scott? What the hell did you do that for?” Harvey cradled his head gently, afraid that he was going to find his skull in pieces.

“Man, you’ve got a hard head,” Scott snarled. He made a show of examining the pry bar, looking for dents or nicks.

Tears ran down Harvey’s face, but he kept the groans of pain to himself. He didn’t want to embarrass himself in front of his little brother. “You could have killed me with that.”

Scott nodded. “I tried, big brother. Gave it everything I had. But don’t worry. I haven’t given up yet.” He took a fresh grip on the pry bar. “Just gimme a minute. I’ll tee up again.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Guess who called me just before we climbed aboard that helicopter tonight?”

“I don’t know.”

“Bodeen. The casino guy.”

“Why did he call you?”

“Because you owe him forty thousand dollars, big brother. You’re in the hole to him. Again.” A maniacal gleam lit Scott’s eyes. “You’re bound and determined to drag this family into the sewer. Dad worked his ass off for years to build something he could give to us. Us! Only there isn’t any us. Angie went off and married that loser she hooked up with, then came back with her hand out, another flea on the dog’s balls that you guys are trying to turn my life into.”

“We’re not trying to do anything to you.”

“But you are. Dad and I have busted our asses for years on our business. Despite the economy going tits up, we managed to hang on. Until we had to pay your gambling debts last time. Then we were hanging on by our fingernails and dragging Angie behind us, supporting her, too.”

“Angie works.”

“Yeah, damned hard for a girl.” Scott shook damp, limp hair out of his eyes. “There’s no room in this business for girls and losers. Lombard Lumber is gonna be running lean and mean if it’s gonna survive, and I’m gonna make sure it survives. I figure if you get killed out here tonight, the insurance money we get from you dying will allow us to get some new equipment, set up for some new logging contracts. Take the heat off.”

“That’s what I’m planning on doing, Scott—dying. I think it’s the right thing to do.”

Scott blinked. “What are you talking about?”

“I was on my way out of here, gonna leave town and let everybody think I was dead. You and Dad could collect the insurance.”

“No. That wouldn’t have worked. Without a body, the insurance agency would be slow to pay off. Could be years before we see any of that money. We need it now.” Scott grinned. “It’ll be much better if they have a body. That way they know you’re dead.”

The flames crept closer, lighting up the sky over Scott’s head.

“Besides,” Scott said, “if you go off someplace, you’ll be back. Turn up like a bad penny. Just like Angie. And you’ll have your hand out just like she does.” He shook his head again, droplets of sweat flicking off. “No way am I letting you out of here.”

Harvey couldn’t move. It was like the blow had paralyzed him. More than that, though, he knew he deserved whatever Scott was going to dish out. Even if he killed him. He suddenly realized that he didn’t need to fake his death—he just needed to die.

“All right, Scott. When you’re right, you’re right. And you’re right. So go ahead. Do it.” Miraculously, Harvey pushed himself up to his knees and sat there swaying.

Teeth bared in a feral rat’s grin, Scott drew the pry bar back.
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Hanging low over the four-wheeler’s handlebars, Angie blew through a tangle of low-hanging branches that were burning merrily. Matt followed her, feeling the branches slap painfully against him. Embers swirled and flames danced in front of him, temporarily blinding him.

Then Angie’s brake light flared brightly in front of him. Matt hit the brakes and swerved to the side to miss her as she skidded to a stop. Then she abandoned the four-wheeler and took off running, screamed so loud that Matt could hear her through the enclosed helmet and over the roar of the wildfire.

Twenty paces ahead of her, Harvey Lombard sat on his knees in front of his brother Scott. It took Matt a second to realize that Scott was holding a length of metal in his hands, looking like a baseball power hitter about to swing for the fences.

“Scott!” Angie ran hard. “Scott! Don’t!”

Matt abandoned his four-wheeler and sprinted for the two men. Scott and Harvey both looked like they were rotting. Cancerous sores covered their faces and exposed skin. Scott’s eyes gleamed like a lighted jack-o’-lantern’s, only with a scarlet glow streaming from inside.

“Stay back, Angie,” Harvey said. “Scott’s gotta do this. I deserve it.”

“He’s been at the casino again, Angie,” Scott said. “That guy Bodeen called again. Harvey’s in to him for forty thousand dollars. We can’t afford—”

Not hesitating, Angie threw herself at Scott, taking him to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. Matt was right behind her, managing to grab Harvey as he got up and went after his sister.

Harvey came around with a big right hand. Matt ducked under the blow and sank his left fist into Harvey’s stomach, driving it to the wrist. The air left Harvey’s lungs in a rush and he started to bend over, meeting Matt’s right fist in an uppercut that straightened him back out.

Angie screamed in pain. Scott had her hair in his fist and had managed to extricate himself. He reached for the pry bar lying nearby on the ground.

As Harvey toppled backward, Matt dropped his left foot on the pry bar, then kicked Scott in the face with his right foot. Scott howled in pain and rolled over onto his side, dazed.

Getting to her feet, Angie stared in disbelief at her brothers. “What’s wrong with them?”

Matt picked up the pry bar. “I don’t know.” He wasn’t going to try to explain Mr. Dark to her right now, and there wasn’t time. He could feel Mr. Dark closer than ever to him.

Although they were dazed and half out of it, Scott and Harvey lurched for each other. They threw punches and snarled curses, struggling to get to their feet.

“No.” Desperately, Angie shook her head. She leaned down closer to Scott and Harvey. “Just stop!”

Matt slammed a fist into the jaw of each brother and they stretched out unconscious.

A bizarre figure caught Matt’s attention on the other side of the brothers. Mr. Dark stood there holding a marshmallow on a roasting stick above the nearby flames. He was dressed in a park ranger uniform, but it was unmistakably him.

“Hiya, Matt. Knew we’d bump into each other again.” Mr. Dark gazed up with wonderment at the wildfire. “Not exactly a small event, but I knew we’d find each other.” He looked back at the three Lombard siblings. Angie was checking her unconscious brothers. “I know the plot on this one seems kind of overdone, like a corpse that’s been left in the fire too long, but hey, it’s an oldie but a goodie. Brother kills brother? C’mon, that’s been around since the Old Testament, but it still plays good. Am I right?”

Matt gripped the pry bar in both hands.

“You broke it up just as it was getting good. Another few seconds, maybe Scotty would have kicked himself after seeing what he did to his big brother.” Mr. Dark swiveled the marshmallow from the fire over to Matt. “Treat?”

Burned black nearly all over, looking like a pierced lump of coal, the marshmallow nevertheless seethed with crawling worms that looked like liquid fire.

Matt stepped between Mr. Dark and the Lombards, ignoring the proffered marshmallow. “You’re not getting these people.”

Mr. Dark plucked the marshmallow from the end of the stick and popped it—wriggling—into his mouth. He chewed, openmouthed, the fire worms crawling through his bad teeth and showing off his diseased gums.

“You don’t know what you’re missing. More for me.”

Then he disappeared. Only his mocking laughter and the last gleam of that nasty smile remained.

“Matt?” Angie looked up at him in concern. “Who are you talking to?”

Keeping the pry bar at the ready, Matt shook his head. “Long story and we don’t have time for it.” He looked down at Harvey and Scott. Both men were still unconscious, and both of them looked decidedly less leprous and rotting. Maybe it wasn’t too late for them. “We need to get out of here.”

“We can’t leave them.”

“We’re not leaving them.” Matt ran back to his four-wheeler and took out the rope he’d grabbed from the pickup. Working quickly, he cut lengths of rope and tied Scott’s and Harvey’s hands behind their backs and bound their feet.

“What are you doing?” Angie asked.

“Making sure they can’t hurt us or each other.”

Angie clearly wasn’t happy about the situation.

“It’s the best we can do, Angie. Let’s get them on the four-wheelers.”

Quietly, she did as he told her.
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Hot and sweaty in the fire proximity suit, almost certain he was lost again, Freddy spotted a clearing ahead and decided he’d take a breather. He pulled the ice chest through a gap between the trees and stepped into the clearing, which wasn’t as clear as he’d thought.

A burning branch lay across a dead man and the stench of burning flesh and cooking fat was almost enough to make him puke. The old guy under the branch was burned black in places, and blood boiled and sizzled where the flames licked at him like an old dog working a bone.

A few feet away, another old man lay still and pale gray in the grass.

Tired, Freddy reached into the ice chest and hauled out another beer. Then he cracked it open and sat on the chest, contemplating the two men in front of him. As near as he could figure, the old bastard under the branch had just been standing in the wrong place at the wrong time. Got pinned under the falling branch and just burned up.

It was a bad way to go, all right, but Freddy didn’t care. It wasn’t him.

He drank his beer and peered due south, thinking he was closer to the outer perimeter of the fire than he’d been since it started. The sky was darker in places, like the fire above was thinning out.

Something moved along the tree line.

Carefully, Freddy traded hands with his beer and picked up the flamethrower wand in his right hand as two shadows separated from the darkness and came forward.

“Ease off, there, Quick Draw. Those are friends of mine.” Ranger Faron Hight was suddenly standing beside Freddy. The ranger pulled out a lollipop and offered it. “Pop?”

“Sure.” Freddy took the treat, unwrapped it, and shoved it into his mouth, surprised again at how much better it made beer taste. The wriggling sensation along his tongue and sinus cavities was really something, though. He wasn’t ever going to get used to that.

Watching the shadows, he decided that they belonged to men, but they didn’t move like men. They moved more like… animals, rodents of some kind, starting and stopping in herky-jerky motion to scent the air. “You’re sure those are friends of yours?”

“I’m positive. Been waiting for them. They sure have taken their sweet time.” The ranger stuck a lollipop into his mouth, then reached into the ice chest and retrieved a beer. “These guys take a little getting used to, but you’re gonna love them. Real go-getters.”

One large man and one small man stepped into the light. They saw the burned body before them and started their chainsaws, then dug the blades into the old man’s corpse. Burned meat and blood shredded all over them.

“Dude, that’s gross,” Freddy said.

“That’s Big Mort and Timmons for you,” the ranger said with a big smile. “But they have their uses. Right now, they—and the others—are yours to command because you’re wearing the badge.” He reached out and tapped the badge he’d given Freddy.

The badge must have soaked up some residual heat, because it suddenly felt hot against Freddy’s chest. He squirmed inside the fire proximity suit. “What others? I just see two guys.”

Big Mort and Timmons came to a halt in front of Freddy, both of them towering over him but standing there like they were awaiting orders. That was kind of cool.

“Those.” The ranger pointed as a dozen other shadows stepped out of the trees. “That’s your army, Ranger Freddy. Make the most of them.” He patted Freddy on the shoulder. “I’m counting on you.”

“Sweet.” Inside the suit, Freddy was grinning. He’d never been put in charge of anything. Not even the room pet back in fourth grade. When he’d seen how Mrs. Taylor was gonna do that, make sure that Freddy never got to take the rabbit home for the weekend, Freddy had stolen it one evening, covered it in gasoline, and burned it till it was crispy, then put it back in the cage for everyone to find the next morning. That had been when he’d found out he liked fire.

The other people who joined Freddy were cops and fire fighters, but there were a few people who looked like they’d walked out of their backyards. One of the men had a weed whacker. A woman in an apron had a meat fork in each hand. Another man carried a golf putter. All of them looked mean and hungry.

Freddy turned to the ranger. “What am I supposed to do with them?”

“There’s a guy coming here in a minute. The guy with the ax that I told you about. Remember?”

Freddy nodded. He did remember. Sort of.

“When he gets here, I want you to kill him. Give ’im a squirt and set him on fire.”

“No problem. I’ll torch his face off.”

“Good.” The ranger turned his head to the side. “Ahhhh, do you hear that?”

Freddy listened, then picked out the sound of approaching engines. “Somebody’s coming this way?”

“Yes, but not just somebody.” The ranger smiled again, bigger than ever. “This is the star of our little midsummer night’s tragedy.”

A man on a four-wheeler roared into the clearing. His lights swept over the crowd standing around Freddy and he applied his brakes. Another four-wheeler braked to a halt behind him. Both of the four-wheelers had bodies draped across the back of them.

The ranger stepped away from Freddy and put on a showman’s voice, like he was announcing a monster truck rally. “Ta-da! Welcome to my tailgate party, Matt! It’s gonna be a scorcher!” He turned back to Freddy, shielding his mouth with a hand. “Kill this guy for me, Freddy, and I’ll make sure every twisted little dream of arson you’ve ever had will come true.”

“Really?” Freddy grinned. “Because while I’ve been walking, I’ve been thinking of a lot of stuff I’d like to burn. I’ve got a to-do list as long as my arm.” His mind had literally danced with all the mayhem he wanted to cause.

“Well, start here. Throw another corpse on the pyre, buddy. Then we’ll move on to the high school.”

“I mention that to you?” Freddy didn’t think so, but he couldn’t quite remember all the conversations he’d had with the ranger.

“No, but I know how your mind works.” The ranger tapped Freddy’s badge with his forefinger and Freddy felt the heat again. “You and I are very simpatico, firebug.” He pointed back at the guy riding the four-wheeler. “Give ’im a squirt!”

[image: Image]

“Dad!”

Angie’s anguished cry startled Matt as he gazed at the group of people blocking the way ahead of him. All the men and women there were oozing pus from open sores, crawling with vile things that slithered or crept or undulated. It was a nightmare lineup, and he recognized Big Mort and Timmons standing just behind the silver-suited figure holding some kind of blowtorch.

Now Matt knew what these wildfires were. A bright, shiny lure. Mr. Dark led him here to trap him deep in the middle of a wildfire with an army of crazed killers, to get rid of him once and for all.

And Matt had taken the bait.

But this was no ordinary fire. The flames seemed to stoke the embers of evil within people, like an amped-up version of Mr. Dark’s touch, until their souls were immolated by the raging hate.

Swinging around, Matt looked at Angie, intending to tell her they had to go back the way they came. But she’d already abandoned the four-wheeler and was running to a figure on the ground.

In the light of the blazing hell bearing down on them, Matt recognized Ernie Lombard lying silent and still. Beside him, Matt barely recognized the charred remains of Cletus Brewman. The old man looked like he’d been flambéed and shunted through a Cuisinart.

Big Mort and Timmons raced for Angie.

“Get him, Ranger Freddy!” Mr. Dark roared. He quaked with anticipation, waving his arms like a cheerleader.

Knowing he couldn’t leave Angie there, Matt climbed off the four-wheeler and slid his ax free. He stepped to the side, watching the silver-suited figure, hoping he was fast enough to dodge when the time came.

The wand in the silver-suited man’s hand belched flames, and Matt threw himself sideways behind a thick tree. The fire blasted the tree and baked into the bark. Heat coiled around Matt but he wasn’t harmed.

He swung around the tree and headed for Angie, angling in on Big Mort and Timmons. The two men saw him coming and turned abruptly as they pulled the chainsaw cords in unison. The blades roared to life, and warm blood spattered over Matt’s face.

Dropping to the ground, Matt slid under the chainsaws as the men lunged. On the other side of them, Matt scrambled to his feet as they tried to turn around. He set himself, hefted the ax, and swung, driving the blade into Timmons’ right knee.

The blade sliced through most of the joint and the force shattered the rest of it. Timmons collapsed with a pain-filled shriek, shards of bone jutting out from his amputated leg.

“You’re gonna be sorry you done that!” Big Mort yelled. He stepped across Timmons and led the charge of lesion-covered men and women after him.

A short distance away, Angie hunkered down, hovering protectively over her father.

Matt dodged and struck where he could, falling back into the forest, leading the kill-crazy pack away from the Lombards. He ducked back behind a thick copse of brush just as the silver-suited figure unleashed another spew of fire.
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The brush went up in flames immediately and the heat washed over Matt. A woman got in Big Mort’s way and he savagely cut her down with the chainsaw, leaving pieces of her in his wake as he howled for Matt’s blood.

The crowd split as they came around the burning bushes. Matt dodged away from Big Mort, picking up the ax and holding it crossways in front of him. He rammed it into three men bearing down on him, knocking them backward savagely. Teeth flew. An arm broke. Features dissolved into a bloody mess.

On the other side of the line now, Matt whirled around and brought the ax down to crunch through the head of a woman stabbing at him with meat forks. She went down in a heap, tripping the man behind her. Swinging again, Matt split the man’s head before he could get up, then shoved the bloody axhead against the chest of another man carrying a briefcase as Big Mort came around the brush.

The businessman stumbled into Big Mort and caught the chainsaw in the back. The spinning blade chewed through him and punched through his chest. Big Mort cursed as he tried to rip the corpse from his weapon.

Catching a glimpse of the silver-suited figure in the corner of his eye, Matt threw himself to the side again just ahead of another roiling blast of fire. He rolled on one shoulder and came up again, watching as the flames caught three of the lesion-covered attackers full on.

The three people came to a halt wreathed in flames. They howled in pain and anger, driving the other five people around them back. The fiery figures managed only a few steps before collapsing. Big Mort yelled and charged again.

Matt spun behind another tree, retreating farther from Angie and her family, hating the distance, trying desperately not to think about what Mr. Dark might be doing to them. He spun and went to the side, racing behind a low shelf of rock, hoping that he could escape his pursuers just for an instant and double back.

Then the chainsaw roar came straight at him. In disbelief, Matt turned and watched as Big Mort leapt from the rock shelf to land almost on top of Matt. Scrambling, Matt dodged away. His foot slipped on the leafy mulch and he went down.

Big Mort howled with glee and spun on Matt, aiming for his legs. Matt barely managed to slide them away, having to let go of the ax to maneuver with his hands. The chainsaw blade ripped into the earth and threw dirt up into Big Mort’s face.

Matt tried to reach for the ax, but a man with a golf club swung at him. The glancing blow on Matt’s left shoulder hurt but didn’t immobilize him. He rose to his feet and stepped into the man, overpowering him with sheer size and strength as he pulled the golf club back to swing again.

Matt yanked the putter from the man’s hands, stepped back, and swung it like a baseball bat. The putter smashed into the man’s forehead, caving in his skull and squirting brain matter from his ears. The putter broke, leaving Matt with a two-and-a-half-foot metal shank.

As the golfer dropped without a sound, a policeman stepped over him swinging a PR-24 baton. Matt squatted beneath the blow, then stabbed upward with the broken golf club. The shaft plunged through the man’s neck, slid up into his brain, and stuck. Matt tried to pull the shaft free, but all he succeeded in doing was breaking the dead policeman’s neck.

Letting go of the golf club, Matt took stock of the three remaining attackers. There was another policeman and two fire fighters.

And Big Mort.

Matt wanted his ax, but there was no chance to go for it as the policeman pointed his sidearm and opened fire. Matt dove, but not before one of the bullets hit him in the side and another slammed into his leg. Blood flowed from both wounds. The pain was intense.

He crashed through the brush, grateful that he hadn’t removed the helmet, because his face would have gotten torn up and he might have lost an eye as he ran. Branches stabbed him in the face shield, jarred his head, but slid away.

Big Mort and the chainsaw howled behind him. Two more bullets tore through the air, one of them clipping a branch from the tree in front of him. He turned behind a copse of trees and headed back the way he’d come, running along the top of a hill above where he’d been.

The cop spotted him and lifted his weapon. “There he is!”

Matt stayed low, feeling the blood pumping out of him and fighting to stay conscious, hoping that the speedy healing he’d gained from his “death” would kick in and save him; otherwise, he was going to bleed out. But he was grateful for the pain—it was keeping him awake. And pissed off.

Three bullets whipped through the air above Matt’s head.

The policeman stood below him and started reloading his pistol, slipping the empty magazine out. The two fire fighters had started back along the way they had come. Big Mort was charging up the hill behind Matt.

Matt flung himself down the hill at the policeman, stepping off and driving both feet into him. The man bounced off a tree behind him and went down. Breathing raggedly, feeling like his lungs were suddenly too small, Matt searched the ground and found a large rock. He hefted it in both hands and brought it down on the policeman’s head, crushing his skull to bloody ruin.

Grabbing the pistol, Matt yanked it from the dead man’s hand and hurled it out into the darkness. Big Mort crested the hill and raced the chainsaw’s engine as he ran down the hillside.

Matt ran, half limping, but gaining on the two fire fighters. They turned when they saw him coming and tried to set themselves. Ducking into a half crouch, Matt chose the one whose feet were still moving and planted his right shoulder in the man’s midriff, knocking him back and sideways into his partner.

One of them caught Matt’s foot, hobbled him for just a moment, and cost him two strides, allowing Big Mort to get closer. Winded, hurting, and bleeding, Matt ran for the last place he’d seen his ax. Just as he bent to get it, Big Mort was on him.

As Big Mort swung the chainsaw down, the silver-suited figure stepped out of the woods. Matt yanked the ax away and rolled as the chainsaw blade dug into a tree root just below the ground surface.

“Get back!” the silver-suited figure yelled.

“He’s mine!” Big Mort screamed, and raised the chainsaw again.

Unable to run without Big Mort getting to him first, Matt stood his ground and shoved the axhead forward. The chainsaw struck sparks from the blade, but Matt knew the chain couldn’t damage the metal. He shoved—hard—driving the chainsaw back into Big Mort’s face. The teeth shredded Big Mort’s nose, then ate into his skull and chewed through his brain.

Gore splattered Matt just as he caught sight of the fire blast blossoming behind Big Mort. He ran to the side as the flames wrapped Big Mort, then followed the dead man to the ground.

The two fire fighters plowed through the brush and came at Matt. He set himself, met one of them with the ax handle in a short stroke that dropped him to his knees, then stepped back and decapitated the other fire fighter with a sideways stroke. Before the other fire fighter could get up, Matt split his skull.

“It’s time to give up, mister.” The voice coming from the silver-suited figure sounded young.

Sheltering behind a thick tree, feeling the blood pumping from his wounds, trying not to pass out, Matt sucked in air.

“If you don’t come out, I’m gonna burn this woman.”

Angie screamed in pain.

Warily, Matt stepped out from behind the tree and stared at the silver-suited figure. Twenty feet away, the guy held Angie in front of him, one hand knotted in her hair.

Behind the figure, Mr. Dark stood waiting with a gleeful smile. “I believe Ranger Freddy has got you covered, Matt.”

“Freddy.” Matt spoke the name without meaning to.

“How do you know my name?”

“The clown told me.”

“You know Ranger Faron Hight?”

Matt glanced at Dark, who smiled with amusement at his own joke, then looked back at Freddy. “Yeah, I know him. He’s not a nice guy.”

“He’s nice enough to me. Made me a ranger.” Freddy tapped his chest, where a badge gleamed. From the distance and the uncertain light, Matt couldn’t quite make out what it was.

Angie stared wide-eyed at Matt.

Matt shook his head. “He’s just going to get you killed.”

Freddy lifted the wand. “Not me. I’m gonna roast your chestnuts, lumberjack. Then I’m gonna go burn the high school. Gonna burn a lot of stuff.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“No, I get to do that. Looking forward to it, too.”

Mr. Dark grinned bigger. “You’re not gonna sweet-talk this kid, Matt. Way too far gone. Fire is what he lives for. I just provided some encouragement and hoped you’d come to save the day.”

“You knew I would.” Matt studied the silver suit and hefted the ax. He doubted he could get the ax through the suit even if he hit it right. The suit looked too thick. Then he spotted the hose attached to the wand in Freddy’s hand. Even if he didn’t cut the hose, he might be able to rip it free. Maybe the flamethrower wouldn’t work then.

“The party is just getting started,” Mr. Dark said. “Once you’re gone, everybody else dies. Good times ahead.”

Matt stepped forward and whipped the ax in an overhand throw, sending it spinning from his hand as he dove face-first to the ground and rolled to the side. The flames sprayed by him and splashed against the ground where he’d been.

Freddy stepped away as Matt had expected him to. He released Angie, though, and she sprinted away, turning to watch what was going to happen.

Matt stood slowly as Freddy held the wand up in front of him. He reached into one of the cargo pockets of the protective pants and took out the flare gun.

The guy laughed and sounded really young, which made Matt feel even worse, because he knew what he was going to have to do.

“You’re kidding, right? You think you’re Wyatt Earp or something? With a flare gun? I got news for you, brainiac: That flare gun ain’t gonna do nothing to me as long as I’m in this suit.”

Without a word, Matt took aim with the pistol and fired. The ax had severed the hose connecting the fuel tank to the fire thrower. Fuel dripped down the guy’s leg. Squeezing the trigger, Matt watched the flare spurt from the pistol’s blunt muzzle.

The flare smashed into the flamethrower guy’s leg and clung there, burning a bright green.

The silver-suited guy danced a macabre jig and pumped his free fist into the air. “Ha! I told you, you dumb—”

The emerald green flare suddenly caught fire. The flames quickly spread along the flamethrower guy’s leg, burning strong and sure, lapping up around his chin and turning the protective helmet’s face shield a bright, malevolent green.

“Hey! Hey! Help! Help! I’m on fire! I’m burning up!” The guy began dancing around. “Ranger Hight, Ranger Hight!”

Matt ducked from behind the tree and closed on the flamethrower guy. When he reached him, Matt kicked him in the chest, knocking him off his feet. He looked like a slow comet pinwheeling over the ground.

The flamethrower guy squealed in pain as he pushed himself up and beat at the flames. “Ranger Hight! Ranger Hight!”

A few feet away, Mr. Dark shook his head sadly. “Really thought you’d be the one to stop ol’ Matt here. Too bad. I was warming up to you.”

Searching the ground behind his opponent, Matt found the ax and watched as the flamethrower guy spun in panicked circles and finally toppled over and lay still.

“Well, Matt, this was fun.” Mr. Dark grinned as he looked up at the wildfire. “I do love a lively bonfire. There’s nothing like the smell of burned flesh over an open flame.” He gazed at Matt. “I’ll see you again soon. But you know that.”

Mr. Dark unwrapped a lollipop, shoved it into his mouth, and strolled into the woods.

Matt walked over to the silver-suited figure and knelt. Using a glove, he shoved the faceplate back and studied the young man’s burned face. He wasn’t anyone Matt knew. Usually it was better that way.

He glanced at the badge on the silver suit and tried to peel it from the material, thinking he could have it analyzed somewhere. Instead, as soon as he touched it, the badge turned to golden ash and blew away.

“Matt,” Angie called. “My dad needs help.”

Matt stood, took a firmer grip on his ax, and went back to help the living, hoping that the present nightmare was over. He was never sure about that, either.
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“I hear you saved us.” Harvey Lombard looked up at Matt from the EMT gurney. Harvey was scorched in some places, burned in others, and had a big collection of bumps and scrapes as well as a sizable lump on the side of his head that might be an indication of a skull fracture, but the rot and lesions were gone.

Matt shook his head. “Not me. The EMTs were the ones that humped you out of the forest.”

They were back at the triage now, and all of the family were being treated for different injuries. Scott Lombard slept in a gurney a few feet away, but—like his big brother—he was free of rot as well.

“Well, Angie says the only reason the EMTs were there was because you signaled them.”

Matt nodded.

Harvey worked his jaw and touched his head. “That was something, wasn’t it? All that fire?”

Judging from what Harvey had said, he didn’t remember what had happened to him. He also didn’t know how Matt had found them or what had passed between them that had caused them to fight.

“It was,” Matt said. “But the incident commander says they’ve gotten control of the fire now. The forest may burn for a few more hours and a lot of trees will be lost, but it won’t spread.”

“That’s a good thing.” Harvey grinned. “I heard Dad is already negotiating with the city to get a piece of the logging cleanup that’s going to need to be done.”

“He is.”

Ernie Lombard had suffered a mild heart attack but was rapidly regaining his strength. Despite the EMT’s protests, and in the face of Angie’s anger, Ernie was talking on a cell phone, waking up people in city and park management, wheeling and dealing.

Harvey was quiet for a moment. “I got myself jammed up, Matt. The casino again. I’m gonna have to ask my dad to help me out again.”

“So ask.”

“I’m afraid,” Harvey mumbled. “I keep thinking he’s going to get rid of me this time, or I’m going to break the company, leave us with nothing.”

“The worst thing you can do is give in to your fears. Once you do, getting back on top of them is hard work. Your father will help you. That’s the kind of man he is.”

Harvey nodded.

“But maybe this time something else needs to change.”

“I need to be the man he’s wanted me to be.” Harvey took a deep breath and let it out. He looked at Matt. “I’m not going to ask him. I’m going to work things out myself. Don’t know how Bodeen will feel about that, but whatever he does isn’t going to be as bad as being out there in that fire. Nothing will ever be that bad.”

Matt nodded.

The EMTs returned and the woman addressed Harvey. “Okay, Mr. Lombard. Time to go. ER’s waiting to have a look at your head.”

“Sure.” Harvey extended his hand to Matt and shook it. “Thanks for being there.”

“You’re welcome.”

As the EMTs carted Harvey away, Angie walked over to join him. “Looks like everybody’s going to be okay,” she said.

“Did they find Jimmy and Gary Baker?” Those two had been among the missing.

“Yeah. Gary turned up an hour ago near where the rescue workers found us. Jimmy wandered out of the forest a few minutes ago. He was stoned out of his head on mushrooms or something he found in the forest. He was muttering something about astronauts and gorgons.”

Despite the fatigue and sense of loss that had settled over him, Matt smiled. “Must be an interesting place where Jimmy lives.”

She looked at him for a moment. “You never did say who you were talking to out there.”

“Freddy.”

She shook her head. “Not him. You were talking to someone else.”

“No one else was there.”

“There was, Matt. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him.” She shivered. “I’ve never felt anything so evil in my life, but that’s what I felt out there.” She studied him. “You didn’t just feel it, though, did you? You saw it.”

Matt paused a moment. “There’s a lot of evil out in the world, Angie. The things I see? You’re better off not seeing them.”

She looked like she wanted to keep asking questions, but she didn’t. “My dad is hoping to keep you on. From what he’s saying, we’re going to have some of the cleanup contracts out here. It’ll be federal money, so that will be a good paycheck.”

“That’s good news.”

Angie locked eyes with him. “You’re not staying, are you?”

Matt took a deep breath and let it out. He wanted to stay. The work was hard and clean, the kind of work that he best understood. He’d made a place for himself there, but he knew he couldn’t stay. “No. I’m not. I’m hitting the road in the next few minutes.” His wounds had already healed, a side effect of sorts of the mysterious force that had kept him alive those three months under the snow.

“You don’t have to go.”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Why you?”

Matt showed her a sad smile. “That’s one of the big questions I’ve been asking. Haven’t got an answer yet.”

“Will I see you again?”

“I don’t know.” Matt paused and looked into her eyes. “I’d have liked to get to know you better.”

“I would have liked that, too.”

Matt jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the four-wheeler. “I’m gonna take the quad back to the bunkhouse so I can collect my things, if that’s all right.”

Angie nodded.

“Take care of yourself.” Matt turned to go, but Angie caught his elbow and pulled him back. Then she stepped into him and covered his mouth with hers, kissing him long and deep and hard.

When she broke the kiss, she turned from him and walked away.

Matt got on the four-wheeler, freshly fueled, and fired up the engine. He followed the narrow, twisty road all the way back to the highway.

The sun was just coming up in the east and Matt felt it warming his face through the face shield, but he knew only darkness lay out there waiting for him.
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