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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of arson, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, death of a parent, grief, institutional corruption, forced proximity under life-threatening conditions, and dark romantic content. This is a dark romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.
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“Burning Desire” — Lana Del Rey
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“Wicked Game” — Chris Isaak
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The most dangerous thing about a fire is not the flame. It’s the moment you stop wanting to leave.

— Marlowe Ash, The Burning Year

For everyone who ever loved the arsonist more than the ashes.
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BURN

Garrick

The lighter is a cheap thing. Gas station plastic, safety-orange, the kind you buy for a dollar and forget in a coat pocket. It weighs almost nothing in my hand. The wind is blowing northwest at fourteen miles per hour, gusting to twenty-two, and the relative humidity has dropped below fifteen percent for the third consecutive day. I’ve waited nine months for this weather window. Longer, if I count the years I spent learning how to read it.

I count the years.

Twenty-one of them. That’s how long it takes to turn a twelve-year-old boy standing on a lawn in his socks, watching his mother’s bedroom window go orange, into a man crouching in dry grass on a ridgeline above Carrion Valley, Montana, with a dollar lighter and a plan drawn in accelerant.

The fuel load is ideal. Three seasons of drought have turned the understory into kindling. Ponderosa pine bark sheds in plates that carry flame uphill faster than a person can run, and the cheatgrass between the trees has gone from green to gold to paper. I mapped every acre of this drainage last spring, walking the fire lines at dawn when no one was out, cataloguing fuel types and slope angles and the positions of structures. I know where the old ranch roads cut firebreaks. I know which creeks will hold and which have gone dry. I know the wind will push the head of the fire southeast, away from town, across the timber holdings and grazing leases and fourteen parcels of land that belong to a man named Harlan Voss.

I know what I’m doing. That’s the part that should frighten me.

It doesn’t.

The scar on my left forearm aches the way it always does near open flame. Phantom heat. A neurologist told me once that burn scars can retain a kind of sensory memory, the nerve endings rewritten by trauma so they fire in the presence of what hurt them. She said it as if it were a clinical fact. I heard it as a diagnosis of my entire life. The thing that hurt me rewired me. I can’t be near fire without feeling it. I can’t be away from it, either.

I roll my sleeve down. Force my breathing to slow. In the valley below, Carrion sits in its cradle of mountains like a sleeping animal. Streetlights along Main. The blue glow of the Elkhorn Tavern’s sign. The fire station, dark at this hour, its bay doors closed. Tomorrow the volunteers will be running toward what I’m about to start. A woman with auburn hair and steady hands will pull on her gear and drive into smoke because that’s who she is. I don’t know her name yet. I will.

I’ve studied the evacuation protocols. Response times. Crew rotations. I’ve mapped the occupied structures and drawn the fire away from them the way you draw a river with topography, using slope and fuel to bend the current. The blaze will move through Voss’s timber holdings. His grazing leases. The long strip of meadow he bought from my mother’s estate for twelve thousand dollars three weeks after she burned alive in her own house. It will take his fences and his equipment sheds and sixteen thousand board-feet of standing timber that he stole from a dead woman’s son, and when the smoke clears, the land will be bare and black and worthless, and everyone will know what grows underneath.

Evidence. That’s what grows underneath. Twenty-one years of buried truth, rising from the ash.

My thumb finds the striker. The plastic wheel is stiff and cheap and perfect. I think about the investigators who will come after. State people, federal people, sharp-eyed specialists who will walk the burn perimeter and read the char patterns and trace the V of origin back to this ridgeline, to this exact square foot of dry grass. I think about them because I am one of them. Oregon State Fire Marshal’s Office, Investigations Division. Eight years of service. Forty-three cases. Perfect record.

I am the man they’ll send to find me.

The irony doesn’t make me smile. It used to. Six months ago, when the plan was still abstract, when the weather window was theoretical and the girl with auburn hair was just a name in a file, I let myself feel the dark humor of it. The arsonist investigating his own fire. A riddle the system built by failing me.

I don’t feel humor now. I feel the wind. I feel the dry grass against my boots. I feel the lighter, warm from my palm, waiting.

I think about my mother.

Sera. That was her name before it became a headstone and a falsified fire report and a paragraph in a county record nobody reads. Sera Stone. She made burnt coffee every morning and sang off-key to the radio and had a laugh that filled whatever room she stood in. She had my eyes, or I have hers, grey and pale and too direct for comfort. She told me once that fire was the oldest living thing on earth. Not plants, not animals. Fire. It was here before anything that breathes. It will be here after.

She was right. She just didn’t know she’d prove it.

The men who killed her used diesel. Common, traceable, the accelerant of amateurs. They poured it along the north wall of our house while I was at a friend’s and my mother was sleeping. The county fire chief, a young man named Tom Delaney, arrived in time to see the roof collapse. He wrote a report. Then someone made him rewrite it. The new version said electrical fault. Faulty wiring in a house that had been rewired the previous year. Nobody questioned it. Nobody questions anything in Carrion Valley, because Harlan Voss owns the questions.

Until tonight.

I strike the lighter. The flame is small, blue at the base, gold at the tip, dancing in the wind. I hold it low, close to the grass, and watch the fire reach for the fuel the way a hand reaches for something it’s been waiting to hold.

The grass catches. A whisper first, then a crackle, then a sound like breathing. The fire crawls along the ground, finds the cheatgrass, climbs into the pine litter. I step back. And back again. The head of the fire lifts and turns southeast, pushed by the wind, gathering speed. It hits the first ponderosa and the bark catches and the tree becomes a torch, throwing embers into the canopy, and the sound goes from breathing to roaring, and the roaring is something I know the way other people know music.

This is where the plan breaks.

The wind shifts. Not by much. Four degrees east. Enough. The fire’s right flank, the one I calculated would burn itself out against the creekbed, catches a pocket of dead juniper I didn’t map. The juniper goes up like a struck match, throwing embers across the creek, and now the fire has a second front, moving north, toward the valley floor, toward the structures I drew the line around.

I run. Not away. Along the flank, trying to read the new trajectory, trying to recalculate in real time what I spent nine months modeling on paper. The fire is faster than my math. It always is. Fire doesn’t negotiate. It doesn’t honor your lines or your plans or your good intentions. It takes what it wants and it wants everything.

By the time I reach the logging road, the sky behind me is orange. Carrion Valley is waking up. Somewhere below, sirens are starting. A woman with auburn hair is pulling on her gear.

I did this.

I grip my forearm where the old scar burns. The fire took everything from me twenty-one years ago. My mother. My home. My name in this valley. Tonight, I tried to take it back. Instead, I’ve given it something new to eat.

The lighter is still in my pocket. I can feel it against my thigh, warm, spent, empty. A dollar’s worth of destruction. The cheapest reckoning in history.

And the most expensive. I just don’t know the price yet.
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WHAT THE FIRE LEFT

Nyx

The burn scar smells like a campfire that never went out.

Three weeks since the Carrion Valley fire and the ground still exhales smoke when the sun hits it right. I walk the eastern perimeter in boots caked with black mud, stepping over the skeletons of ponderosa pines that were alive for two hundred years before a single night turned them to charcoal. The Forest Service tape marks the edges of the damage. Yellow plastic, snapping in the wind like something cheerful. Fifteen thousand acres of black earth and dead timber, and someone tied a bow around it.

I stop at the first flagged point and crouch. The soil here is powder-fine, calcined down to mineral. Nothing will grow in this spot for a decade without intervention. My knees press into ash and I pull a sample jar from my pack, scrape the topsoil, seal it. Label it with the GPS coordinates and date. The investigation team already swept this section and signed off. I’m not here because they missed something.

I’m here because they did.

Forty yards south of the origin point the investigators flagged, the char pattern changes. Subtle. You’d need to have spent years reading burn scars to see it. The gradient darkens too fast, the direction shifts, and there’s a chemical residue in the soil that doesn’t match the natural volatiles in ponderosa resin. I found it five days ago on a solo walk and told no one. Took samples. Ran them through the county lab under a personal request.

Accelerant. Refined petroleum distillate, applied in a pattern too precise for a careless campfire or a tossed cigarette. Applied by someone who understood how fire spreads through mountain terrain. Someone who drew the ignition line at an angle calculated to exploit the northwest wind.

I seal the second sample and stand. My back aches. My hands are dry and cracked from three weeks of smoke exposure, and the small burn scars on my right hand, the ones from a training accident two years ago, itch in the cold. I flex my fingers. The valley spreads below me, half-green and half-destroyed, the fire line cut across the landscape like a wound that stopped bleeding but never closed.

Frank Calloway died in this fire. Eighty-four years old. Lived alone in a cabin on the northeast ridge. Refused to evacuate because he’d lived through twelve wildfire seasons and, in his words, hadn’t lost a house yet. This time, the fire came from the wrong direction. The crew reached him too late. I was on that crew. I was the one who found his truck in the drive with the keys still in the ignition. He’d changed his mind at the end. He just changed it too late.

I don’t dream about Frank. I should. Instead, I dream about fire itself. Not the destroying kind. The other kind, the kind that has no business being in a firefighter’s head. A cathedral of flame, golden and roaring, and I walk through it the way you walk through a church. Without fear. Without urgency. Like I belong there.

I haven’t told anyone about that dream. I won’t.

My radio crackles. Jude’s voice, steady as ever. “Nyx, you on the perimeter?”

“Almost done.”

“State investigator just rolled in. Chief wants you at the station for introductions.”

“Since when does the chief need me for introductions?”

A pause. “Since you’re the one who found the accelerant traces.”

I clip the radio back to my belt and start down the ridge. The trail is half-buried in ash, and every step kicks up a grey cloud that settles on my pants, my sleeves, the braid hanging over my shoulder. I’ll smell like this for days. I always do, after a perimeter walk. The smoke gets into everything. Into your clothes, your car, your pillow. Into the lining of your lungs where it sits and whispers.

The station comes into view at the bottom of the grade. Carrion Valley Volunteer Fire Department, a cinder-block building with two bay doors and a flagpole that leans slightly east from a windstorm nobody ever fixed. Engine one sits in the left bay, washed and restocked. My gear locker is third from the end, next to the oxygen tank rack. I’ve been a volunteer for six years. Before that, I was the weird kid who sat on the station’s front bumper after school waiting for her father to finish his shift. Chief Tom Delaney. The best man I ever knew, and the worst drinker, and the ghost that runs this department whether anyone says his name or not.

Jude is leaning against the bay door when I round the corner. Six feet, broad shoulders, brown hair cut regulation-short. A good face. The kind of face that makes sense in this valley, in this life. We dated for seven months. We broke up because he wanted a woman who came home at night instead of walking fire lines in the dark, and I wanted a man who didn’t ask me to be less than what I am. We’re better as colleagues. He doesn’t agree, but he’s graceful about it, which is almost worse.

“He’s inside,” Jude says.

“The state guy?”

“Arson investigator. Out of Oregon.”

I pull off my gloves and slap the ash from my jacket. “Oregon? That’s outside the mutual aid network. Who requested him?”

“State fire marshal’s office. Apparently he’s their best.”

Jude holds the door. I step inside. The station smells like diesel and coffee and the particular industrial-soap scent of turnout gear drying on the rack. Chief Halloran is at the whiteboard with a man I’ve never seen.

He’s tall. Not Jude-tall, which is solid and squared, but lean-tall, built like someone who covers ground on foot. Dark hair, kept short. He’s wearing a grey Henley pushed up at the forearms, and the first thing I notice is his hands. Large, scarred, fingers wrapped around a paper coffee cup with a grip that suggests the cup is the only thing keeping them still. The second thing I notice is his face. Clean-shaved, sharp-jawed, precise. Grey eyes. Pale. Not cold, exactly. Controlled. The kind of face that gives you nothing until it decides to give you everything.

The third thing I notice is the smell.

Smoke. Not stale. Not the residual, baked-in scent of someone who works fire. Fresh. Like he’d been standing near an open flame within the last hour. In October. In a valley that just burned.

Chief Halloran waves me over. “Nyx Delaney. Our volunteer specialist. She’s the one who ID’d the accelerant anomaly.”

The man extends his hand. His grip is firm. Dry. The skin of his palm is rough in a way that has nothing to do with paperwork.

“Garrick Stone. State fire marshal’s office sent me.”

His voice is low, even, calibrated. A voice that could talk someone off a ledge or push them from one. Up close, his eyes aren’t just grey. They’re the color of ash. The color of what’s left after the fire goes through.

“You found the accelerant traces,” he says. Not a question.

“Five days ago. South of the flagged origin point.”

“The team missed it.”

“The team was looking at the wrong piece of ground.”

Something shifts behind those grey eyes. Interest. Or recognition. Or the particular attention of a man who’s just found a variable he didn’t account for.

“I’d like to see the site tomorrow,” he says. “Will you take me?”

I pull my hand back from the handshake I didn’t realize was still happening.

“Seven a.m. I’ll drive.”

I turn away and head for the coffee pot, and I feel his gaze on the back of my neck the entire way across the room. Not hostile. Not sexual. Analytical. The way you watch something you’re trying to classify.

I pour the coffee. My hands are steady. My pulse is not.
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THE INVESTIGATOR

Garrick

The volunteer with the green eyes found my accelerant line five days before I got here, and nobody in this town has the faintest idea what that means.

I sit in the rental cabin at the edge of Carrion, Oregon plates still on the truck outside, and spread the county’s fire report across the kitchen table. Standard boilerplate. Origin flagged a quarter-mile northeast of where the real ignition occurred. Wind-driven crown fire, rapid expansion, multi-agency suppression response, one civilian fatality. Frank Calloway. The name sits in my throat like a bone I can’t swallow.

I mapped around his cabin. I checked the surveys. His property wasn’t on the updated GIS layer because the county never digitized parcels east of the creek. A twenty-year-old data gap. I built a nine-month plan on the best available information, and the best available information had a dead man in its margin of error.

I close the report. Open my laptop. The DELANEY file stares back at me from the desktop. Thomas Delaney, Chief, Carrion Valley Volunteer Fire Department, deceased nine years. Cause of death: liver failure secondary to chronic alcohol use. Survived by wife Maren, daughter Nyx.

Nyx. The woman at the fire station with the steady hands and the direct gaze and the accelerant analysis that would have taken most investigators a week to produce. She did it on instinct and five days of solo fieldwork. She’s a problem. The kind of problem that moves faster than your ability to manage it.

I came to Carrion Valley for her father’s secrets. Tom Delaney wrote the falsified report on my mother’s death. He was the last honest link in the chain before Voss bought the truth and buried it. His files, his logbooks, his notes from that night, those are what I need. And his daughter is the door to them.

The plan was clinical. Arrive as the investigating agent. Earn trust. Proximity to the volunteer department gives proximity to its records, its history, its people. Nyx Delaney knows where her father’s files are. She’s spent six years carrying his legacy on her back like a pack she doesn’t know how to set down. All I have to do is stand close enough for long enough, and the information will surface.

That was the plan. Then she shook my hand and I smelled woodsmoke in her hair and something behind my ribs made a sound like a door opening that had been locked for twenty years, and the plan became a problem.

I push back from the table. The cabin is small, furnished in the particular style of rural rentals: wood paneling, a couch that smells like someone else’s dog, a kitchen faucet that drips. I chose it because it’s a half-mile from the fire station and a quarter-mile from the trailhead that leads to the eastern perimeter. Walking distance to the origin point. Walking distance to Nyx.

I shouldn’t be thinking about her like this. Her first name in my head instead of her surname. The way she pulled off her gloves, methodical, practical, and I catalogued the motion like evidence. The scars on her right hand, burn marks, clustered across the knuckles in a pattern that suggests oil or accelerant splash, not radiant heat. Training accident. She flinched when she caught me looking at them. A single contraction across her fingers, there and gone, and I filed it under the growing list of things Nyx Delaney does when she thinks no one is watching.

I need to stop filing things about Nyx Delaney.

The town meeting is at seven. I pull on a clean shirt, check the mirror. The face looking back is useful. Controlled. A face that says competent federal-adjacent professional here to help. Eight years of this face. Forty-three cases of wearing it into fire scenes and interview rooms and courtrooms. Nobody has ever seen through it. Nobody has ever asked what’s behind the professional interest.

Nobody until today, when Nyx Delaney looked at me across a fire station and I watched her catalog my hands, my face, and the smell of smoke on my clothes with the same forensic precision I’d been aiming at her.

The Carrion Valley community hall is a converted grange with bad acoustics and folding chairs. Forty people, maybe fifty. Ranchers, business owners, a table of Forest Service employees in agency green. Sheriff Ellis Thorne stands by the door in a khaki uniform that fits too well for a county budget, greeting people with the particular warmth of a man who needs to be liked. He shakes my hand with both of his. “Welcome to Carrion Valley. Anything you need, my office is at your disposal.”

I note the offer. In my experience, law enforcement that offers you everything before you ask is law enforcement that wants to control what you find.

“Appreciate it, Sheriff.”

The meeting starts. Chief Halloran runs through the fire damage statistics. Fifteen thousand acres. Twenty-three structures. One fatality. He says Frank Calloway’s name and the room goes quiet in the way small towns go quiet, not with silence but with the sound of fifty people breathing around the same wound.

Then Harlan Voss stands up.

He’s sixty-two. Tall, thick through the shoulders, silver hair combed back from a face that broadcasts trustworthiness the way a billboard broadcasts beer. He wears a western-cut sport coat over a flannel shirt, and when he speaks, the room orients toward him like plants toward light. He talks about rebuilding. Community resilience. The Voss Development Fund for Fire Recovery, a generous pool of money that will help displaced families and repair damaged infrastructure.

He talks about his own losses. Timber, fencing, grazing land. He frames himself as a fellow victim. A man who bleeds when the valley bleeds.

I sit in the third row and I watch him and I keep my hands flat on my thighs and I do not think about the night I saw this man’s name on a property transfer dated three weeks after my mother’s funeral. Twelve thousand dollars for forty acres of land that was worth ten times that. I do not think about the diesel smell I have carried in my memory for twenty-one years. I do not think about my mother’s voice through a locked door.

I think about none of this.

Voss finishes. Applause. He catches my eye across the room and nods, the way powerful men nod at functional strangers, a gesture that says I see you and you are beneath my concern in the same motion. I nod back.

After the meeting, I stand on the grange steps and watch the town disperse. Headlights cutting through dark streets. The mountains above, invisible. The burn scar somewhere up there, cooling, settling into the land like a bruise going yellow.

Nyx Delaney crosses the parking lot toward an older-model Tacoma. She’s changed out of her field clothes into jeans and a down jacket, and her hair is still in the braid, and she moves through the dark with the long stride of someone who isn’t afraid of it. Jude Calloway follows her at a distance, watching. He has the posture of a man who lost something recently and hasn’t stopped looking for it in the same place.

I go back to the cabin. I sit at the table. I open the laptop.

The DELANEY file is still on the screen. Tom’s service record. His death certificate. His daughter’s employment history, Forest Service biological technician, Carrion Valley Volunteer Fire Department, listed next of kin for Maren Delaney, age fifty-five.

I should be reading this as operational intelligence. Entry points. Leverage. The architecture of a cover-up that starts with Tom Delaney and ends with the man who shook fifty hands tonight and smiled like a saint.

Instead, I close the file. I open a new document. I stare at the blinking cursor. Then I type a name that has no place in my mission files, no operational purpose, no strategic value.

Nyx.

I close the laptop. I sit in the dark for a long time.

On the table beside me, under the county fire report, there’s a photograph I’ve carried in my wallet since I was thirteen. A woman standing in front of a small clapboard house with peeling yellow paint and a porch that sags on the left side. She’s squinting into the sun. She’s smiling. She has my eyes.

The house is gone. The woman is gone. The land where both stood is a parking lot behind Harlan Voss’s office.

I press my thumb against the photograph until my fingerprint fogs the image. Then I put it away.
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