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          Porter Ranch. Los Angeles, California. 7:32 p.m.

        

      

    

    
      It began with a match strike, just one of a number of fire-starting options. He’d first imagined he would use something disposable. Something cheap and plastic, like what a chain-smoker would purchase for $1.99 at the corner convenience store. As arsons go, a lighter would leave barely a thimbleful of evidence. But Oren didn’t know if the remnants, even if mostly melted in the planned conflagration, could provide some sort of identifying evidence against him. If trace human oil was able to survive a wildfire, a lighter would be expected to bear fingerprints or DNA. And were he to wear gloves, an unsullied lighter would appear too suspicious. Not that he was all that concerned about jail or prison. He pretty much figured that was where he’d end up. It was only a matter of when and how he would be caught and incarcerated for all his sins.

      If Oren’s life was an unwinding ball of twine, it was nearing its frayed end.

      Because Oren’s plan was for the blaze to appear as an accident, he settled on a saved book of matches he’d purloined from a recent day at the racetrack. A nonsmoker, Oren had laid in wait for one of the Santa Anita regulars, a greasy sad sack suffering from what Oren coined as MAD—or Multiple Addiction Disorder. The smoker Oren had marked was afflicted with not only nicotine abuse, but a gambling habit egged on by liver-killing alcoholism. When the sad sack reprobate had his eyeballs on the number-five horse in the eighth race, Oren nicked the book of matches from a spot perched atop a pack of Camels. Seconds later, Oren’s own pick in the race, a two-year-old filly called Emperor’s Price, claimed first place and put Oren back in the black for the day.

      Kismet, he’d thought. My fire was meant to be.

      Though the execution would take only minutes, he’d been planning the arson for months. He needed the fire to appear authentic—as if it had been accidentally set by one of the fifty-five thousand strong of hopeless human flotsam that had come to populate the dark corners and concrete riverbeds of Los Angeles County.

      In the tinder-dry slopes and hills that both encompassed and divided the cities and neighborhoods—where eight months out of a year could be considered fire season—the local homeless population was often responsible for the threatening blazes to property and life. Encampments would crop up seemingly out of nowhere, hidden in the hills among the oaks, bushes, and chaparral, creating instant communities of needle-sharing addicts and comorbid schizophrenics. On cold desert nights they’d build campfires as a way to cook the bacteria out of their recycled meat or roadkill and to keep warm while they slept, many nodding off into a heroin coma after fixing with a few CCs of Mexican black tar sometimes salted with fentanyl. The untended fires would usually peter out. Yet, more often than local fire authorities would like, and when the weather assisted, a few wayward sparks would turn into a fiery hell.

      Oren had gathered up his ingredients from a list he’d etched only in his mind:

      1 book of matches

      1 package of inexpensive hot dogs

      1 discarded nonstick skillet

      1 square foot of cyclone fencing

      1 three-gallon paint can—empty

      1 trash bag full of vagrant’s clothing

      Knowing he’d be able to find that last item in almost any alley or parking lot in L.A., he’d saved it for last. Discarded clothes, filthy and smothered in reeking DNA, were as much a part of the landscape as palm trees, nail salons, and luxury cars. Though no stranger to ugly smells—having breathed in chemicals for much of his career—the human stink in the urine-soaked concrete underpass had made Oren want to vomit. Yet he braved entry and picked up a pair of left-behind Nike sweats, socks, soiled underwear, and a ragged Baja blanket.

      Now it was time.

      Oren Elek Mankowski, all five-foot-six of him, twisted to face the breeze. Warm. Dry. It brushed his forty-four-year-old face like the soft bristles of a shoe brush. Forever undersized, his stout fireplug frame and jutting jaw more than made up for his stature and premature patterned baldness—or so he’d convinced himself as a teen and college wrestling All-American at Pennsylvania’s Lehigh University. It was a Santa Ana wind, a Southwest phenomenon where the high-pressure system over the inland desert pushed down on the air, squeezing it across the sandy desert floors and through canyon bottoms until every last lick of moisture was removed.

      Nature’s blow-dryer, thought Oren.

      When the Santa Anas came—technically a reverse wind from the usual sea-to-shore blow, much of the Southland would go on edge. Firefighting crews were doubled and put on alert as TV weathermen unanimously sounded the warning. It was winter in Southern California, barely a week into the new year, yet it was already fire weather. Conditions were ripe. Be aware, be vigilant.

      Only days before, the Air Quality Management District board had sent out a countywide reminder that it was illegal to so much as burn a Pres-To-Log in an indoor fireplace or spark up a backyard charcoal-burning barbecue. Critics ruminated that this was an advertisement for firebugs, a sick, twisted subset who got their sexual kicks from setting fires and watching the ensuing destruction.

      Oren knew as much, yet didn’t blame the authorities for all the warnings. As if firebugs couldn’t lick their fingers to know that a foul wind was blowing from the east.

      Of course, he wasn’t one of those miscreants. He had his own malignant perspective, especially in regard to Los Angeles. Yes, he loathed the city, the county, and perhaps even the entire Southwest region and nearly all who inhabited it. And yet that wasn’t the rationale for him starting the wildfire. Oren had a scheme; a defined, for-profit motive. He’d been plotting since Labor Day. He’d even prayed that nary a drop of rain would leak from a cloudy sky before he could open that matchbook stolen from the racetrack sad sack, tear loose a single toothpick-sized cardboard stick, and scratch the match head until a flame appeared.

      It wouldn’t be the only fire Oren started that day. He’d already lit two others. One built to appear exactly what it was—an arson for arson’s sake—and another to appear as if some thoughtless smoker had tossed his burning cigar butt out the window of his passing car. All for Oren’s petty profit scheme. He’d saved the most complicated one—the one closest to his home—for last.

      Petty, maybe. But, oh man. So damned satisfying.

      With the coming darkness as cover, Oren crouched by the makeshift campfire, struck that single match, and lit the scrap paper and kindling he’d assembled inside the old paint bucket. A gust added some easy oxygen. The inside of the three-gallon can swirled hot with an apricot-colored flame. He placed the rusted square of cyclone fence atop the burning bucket, then the skillet and half the packet of Farmer John hot dogs.

      Dodger Dogs, thought Oren. After his twenty-plus years in the City of Angels, he’d even come to despise those blue-and-white togged boys of summer and the damned overpriced, low-quality franks the owners offered as genuine ballpark wieners.

      With his collar popped high and bucket hat pulled low, Oren waited until the flames in the bucket looked as if they were going to overtake the fake meal. When the hot dogs had begun to sizzle, Oren kicked over the can and the burning coals inside. The dry grass around him ignited.

      “It’s finally time,” said Oren to nobody but himself. He stood, dusted himself off, and turned down a sandy path. It was a mile-and-a-half hike he knew all too well, the trailhead emptying out at Via Medici, the sleepy Porter Ranch lane where Oren and his precious family of four had resided for the past eleven years. By Oren’s calculation, if the winds kept their current pace, the wildfire he’d just unleashed would soon be bearing down upon his gated private neighborhood like an all-consuming beast.

      It was one hell of a wager. The biggest bet of his gambling life. Win or lose, it was sure to be an adrenaline injection straight to his nucleus accumbens—the brain’s pleasure center—or as Oren called it, “my fabulously untamed hypothalamus.” Now, that’s a pony I’d bet on, he laughed to himself. Untamed Hypothalamus.

      He pictured such a horse, a black-on-black filly, dark as the nastiest feeling in his soul. Fiery eyes, jutting blinders, trussed in patent leather, and carrying a chimpanzee jockey silken in UCLA Bruins blue and gold. He pictured the muscled monster lunging at the starting gate, the painted metal clanging in battered restraint before the hydraulics pulled the chute wide. In his mind, Oren heard the distant sound of starting gate bells.

      And they’re off!
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          Downtown Los Angeles. 8:01 p.m.

        

      

    

    
      For Lucky, if felt like being underwater for twelve straight hours, submarined in the concrete bunker called the Public Safety Division of the city’s Personnel Department. The windowless basement floor was chock-full of retired cops engaged in second or third careers as background investigators whose sole job was to probe the lives of police academy applicants, wannabe firefighters, government employees, and nearly anybody else City Hall deemed deserving of more than a perfunctory perusal. With only five months on the job, Lucky had earned a reputation as having the division’s lowest clearance rate. Where the average investigator had a monthly pass rate of three out of four candidates, Lucky’s percentage had barely crested at 30 percent. This might have been reason for reprimand or dismissal if Lucky hadn’t been able to back up his findings with airtight investigations and irrefutable, impossible-to-disregard evidence.

      “Heading out right now,” Lucky sighed over his mobile phone. He was hurrying across Temple Street, beelining for his black ’99 Ford Crown Victoria.

      “You already missed it,” growled Gonzo, a.k.a. Lydia Gonzalez, his common-law-but-soon-to-be-legally-married missus.

      “No. It’s all good,” promised Lucky by rote.

      “You checked your watch? It’s already after eight.”

      “And?”

      “And he locks the door at eight.”

      “So I’ll knock loudly.”

      “As far as you know, he’s got plans tonight.”

      “I promise I’ll come home with it.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      “Said the woman with nothing to wager.”

      “I’m sure I can think of something.” The tease in Gonzo’s voice came across like a tinny purr.

      Lucky could have informed Gonzo that he’d already phoned ahead, informing the neighborhood tailor he’d be late picking up his wedding suit. The clothier in question was a soft little grandfather of Lebanese extraction who lived with his wife above the same corner dry cleaner they’d owned since the late eighties. In Lucky’s forty years on Earth, this was going to be the second suit he’d ever owned, the first being an off-the-rack black number he reserved for funerals. It always hung ready, alongside his pressed set of sheriff’s dress greens reserved for formal cop burials.

      Gonzo had long fancied the idea of Lucky in deep gray pinstripes on the day of their nuptials. When Lucky mentioned he was attiring himself at a Pasadena Men’s Wearhouse, a chain discount suit seller, Gonzo expressed a different desire. Her groom was going to be fitted into a fine ensemble that complimented his broad-shouldered surfer’s frame. She’d strongly suggested Lucky ask their local dry cleaner for a recommendation. In reply, the aging tailor had practically insisted on personally constructing the former sheriff’s deputy a suitable wedding suit.

      On most days, Lucky’s drive home was via the aging Pasadena Freeway. But a fresh grass fire near the base of Mount Washington had shut down the artery, leaving Lucky to consider a wider route. There was the GPS program that Travis, his soon-to-be stepson, had downloaded onto his phone—the ubiquitous Waze application that seemed a must for all Los Angeles drivers. The technology aggregated live traffic flow with its users’ data to sort out the most efficient course of travel between points A and B. And though Lucky appreciated the tech, he preferred to rely on his rookie training and police officer’s instinct to nose his way to a destination. Thus he chose to swing the ’99 Crown Vic northwest and take the Hollywood Freeway, planning to hook his way back east through Burbank.

      He’d already heard the weather reports. The fall and early winter had been suspiciously dry after a summer of record-breaking heat, and now January had arrived, sweeping in with a multi-day forecast of fierce Santa Ana winds. So it was of little surprise when Lucky spotted distant flames. As the grille of his car crested Hollywood’s Cahuenga Pass, revealing the San Fernando Valley beyond, he was able to mark three separate brushfires already plaguing the northern hills. By his quick estimate, each conflagration was roughly two miles apart—practically equidistant and at elevations hovering near or just above the residential limits. Those Santa Ana gusts, charging down the sandy slopes like an invisible avalanche, would surely force the fire into populated edges of the Valley’s legendary suburban sprawl.

      Then, before Lucky could mutter an ominous “Shit,” his mobile phone chimed in alert. It was a call to all Los Angeles deputy reservists—the 650-strong Los Angeles Sheriff’s volunteers who signed to serve and protect at the snap of Sheriff Paul McGill’s bony fingers.

      Lucky, though no longer active as a sheriff, was officially listed as a reserve deputy. His position as a reservist was not so much voluntary but rather a negotiated settlement between himself and a department that had labeled him as a liability. Because Lucky hadn’t been keen on handing over his badge, “hobby cop” status seemed the only viable salve to heal his very fresh wounds. He’d been a police officer since the age of twenty-two—fifteen years total as a Los Angeles sheriff’s deputy plus a two-year sabbatical as a Kern County detective. Subtracting the thirteen months he’d spent rehabbing his back and waiting for his reinstatement to the Los Angeles police rolls, Lucky counted on that shiny six-pointed star as his primary identity. It was his reason for drawing breath, let alone a government-sanctioned license to chase bona fide bad guys.

      Petty stuff, he’d later lament.

      “Guess I’m not gonna make it,” admitted Lucky, his first words after redialing Gonzo. “Woulda lost my bet with you.”

      “Moot,” said Gonzo, an LAPD helicopter pilot for four years. “Just got called up myself. Gotta be up in the air in an hour. Fire crews already playing whack-a-mole out there.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Know where they’re sending you?”

      “Think I read Pacoima. Gotta dig out the uniform.”

      “How ’bout I leave it hanging where your wedding suit should be?”

      “That’s funny,” Lucky conceded.

      “Serious, Luck,” she moaned. “This fire shit better not fuck up our Saturday.”

      “‘Fire got a mind of its own,’” quoted Lucky, recalling the soot-messed face of an exhausted and defeated firefighter with whom he’d once shared a water break. “So I guess that means no promises.”

      “Ain’t you a ray of sunshine?”

      “Can’t believe you’re marrying me.”

      “Words outta my mouth,” she joked. “Be safe tonight. Please?”

      “You too,” replied Lucky. “Hey. Wait. Where’s the kids?”

      “Trav’s at Mark’s,” answered Gonzo. “Supposedly studying for his SATs, but I’ll believe that when he scores a fourteen hundred. And Karrie’s on the job.”

      Lucky released a chuckle. “On the job” was cop slang for a police officer at work. Nineteen-year-old Karrie wasn’t close to being a cop. At least, not yet. But she held down a job that involved copious interfacing with walk-in customers.

      “If I’m giving service to the public in general?” Karrie had amusingly argued somewhat recently. “And if I’m restraining myself from punching them in the face? Think I can call it ‘on the job’?”

      Lucky had pondered. Then agreed.
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          Westlake Village. 8:22 p.m.

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t technically a smoking break.

      Technically.

      At ButterCrème bakery, the time cards referred to the ten-minute work break as “tens.”

      “My mom says the old-school term is ‘coffee break,’” Karrie said to her uniformed coworker. “My dad calls it goin’ 10-7. That’s cop code for ‘out of service.’”

      Karrie took a deep hit from her vape pen.

      “Should call this a weed break,” joked her skin-and-bones associate, the pastel ButterCrème T-shirt and apron matching her eruption of pimples. “Bet he’d loooove to hear that.”

      “Oh, he knows I do the ganja,” deadpanned Karrie. Her green eyes closed as she drew in the THC-infused vapor. Her strawberry-blonde hair ponytailed under a ButterCrème baseball cap, her constellation of freckles unimpeded by a single trace of makeup. “Even knows I got a medical marijuana card.”

      “Yeah, but he knows that’s just ’cause you’re not twenty-one, right?”

      “He knows it’s the only thing that puts a boot to my leg pain,” returned Karrie, alluding to the leftover maladies from her car accident. Months of rehab, some speech therapy, and an unforgiving schedule of Muay Thai martial arts mixed with a return to sunset surf lessons with her adoptive father, Lucky Dey, had accelerated her recovery. “Ten’s over, babe.”

      Karrie pivoted on her partially paralyzed left stem and cut her way back up through the stucco tunnel connecting the employee parking lot with the upscale shopping center’s happy storefronts. As they emerged, Karrie smelled another kind of smoke wafting west from the San Fernando Valley.

      “Getting nastier,” said the coworker. “My boyfriend says there’s fires popping up all over.”

      Karrie returned to her behind-the-counter post at ButterCrème, a gourmet cupcake bakery that also served up fresh cookies and house-churned ice cream to the moneyed, sugar-addicted shoppers of Agoura Hills, Thousand Oaks, and Westlake Village. She was thinking about her commute home and how those burgeoning brushfires might turn her midnight drive back to Altadena into a traffic nightmare. Unfettered, the distance was nearly fifty miles, a massive hike by local standards, and hardly supported by her three-dollars-above-the-minimum wage. She’d initially interviewed for a job at the Pasadena bakery, the company’s flagship store. Then opportunity knocked in the form of a promotion attached to a singular caveat—she’d have to work two shifts a week at the Westlake Village location.

      Big mistake, she’d soon conclude. But it was too late. Karrie had made a commitment. She thought she owed it to the young chain’s charismatic owner to toe the cupcake line, not to mention follow every the-customer-is-never-wrong rule, including the ButterCrème corporate decree that bakery associates were to never ever utter the word no to a paying customer.

      That even included those customers who, if their order didn’t come out as nothing short of perfect, insisted that they should receive free cupcakes as recompense.

      “Have you been helped?” asked Karrie just moments after returning to her position. The cupcake shop—modern, with splashes of bright geometric color—had a generous pink countertop, a cash register, and left of that, a glass case that displayed a variety of frosting-topped confections priced at almost $5 apiece.

      “I’m still waiting,” complained a stony-faced woman.

      Karrie instantly clocked the thigh-heavy woman at pushing forty years old, casually dressed in Lululemon yoga togs, but with makeup so thickly troweled onto her scowling face, it could survive the most grueling of workouts.

      Karrie guessed the woman’s choice of exercise was spinning, the stationary bicycle classes favored by the more privileged.

      “What was your order?” asked Karrie, forcing her friendliest smile.

      “Dozen red velvet, dozen salty caramel, and one gluten-free blueberry,” recited the woman.

      “Was that a phone order?” wondered Karrie, searching the computer screen for the ticket.

      “That was me ordering here over twenty minutes ago,” seethed the woman.

      “Right,” nodded Karrie, quickly discovering the order on her screen. The time on the order was 8:18 p.m. Some quick math informed Karrie that the woman had placed the order only a mere eleven minutes earlier. Hardly the twenty-plus minutes she’d so sorely insisted she’d waited. “I’m assuming the associate did inform you that we were out of red velvet, but there was another batch coming out of the oven?”

      “I ordered. I paid. How long should I be expected to wait?” griped the woman.

      “I guess until the red velvets are done?”

      “Miss,” stepped the woman. “I don’t like your tone.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. No offense intended,” segued Karrie. “If you’re in a rush, can I offer you something besides the red velvets? Have you tried our Colombian coffee cupcakes? Those are exclusive for January—”

      “I ordered red velvet,” angered the woman. “If I wanted Colombian coffee, I would’ve ordered a dozen of Colombian coffee, wouldn’t you think?”

      “My sincere apology,” offered Karrie. “With orders as large as yours, most people phone ahead. Especially when we’re ninety minutes from closing, our supply gets a little low. May I comp you with an extra gluten-free blue—”

      “Do I look like I want to eat two cupcakes?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The two dozen are for a kindergarten party tomorrow morning. The blueberry is for me. Now.”

      “Oh,” smiled Karrie. “Would you like your gluten-free blueberry now?”

      “Like I can’t stand another minute without a sugar fix? Jesus! Can you believe this twat?” The easily annoyed woman was gesturing for agreement from a nearby family of five, either Pakistani or Indian by Karrie’s guess, the three preteen children with their faces pressed to the glass as they surveyed the cupcake selection. The father shrugged. The mother barely shook her head, hoping to keep ignoring the woman.

      “Ma’am,” warned Karrie. “You really don’t need to use that language—”

      “Do I look like an old lady to you?” she interrupted. “And don’t ‘ma’am’ me again. My name is Barbara Bianchi. It’s on the goddamn order.”

      “And . . . let me check on that order, okay?”

      Karrie had had enough. Checking on the woman’s cupcake order was an excuse to step away from the counter, disengage, disappear into the rear of the store, and swallow her rising rage.

      “I used to work retail, you know,” barked the woman at Karrie. “This is not how you run a retail establishment.”

      Karrie paused her retreat and swerved on that stiff leg of hers.

      “It’s not retail, ma’am,” ripped Karrie. “It’s a bakery.”

      “That’s it. You ma’am’d me again. And lemme tell you, I’m awful tired of that permanent smirk on your face.”

      My smirk, maddened Karrie, the worst lingering grievance from the car accident. Without reconstructive plastic surgery, she was most likely never to recover from the paralyzed levator anguli oris muscle above the right corner of her once perfectly pouty mouth. It left her face frozen with a smug little gleam. Lucky claimed to love every curve of it. In turn, Karrie had proclaimed that it matched her daddy’s gnarled nose. Yet, as much as she’d become accustomed to her recently malformed face, for that awful customer to use it as another excuse for her bad manners . . .

      “And you’re pissing and moaning over fucking cupcakes?” spat Karrie in reply. “I mean, cupcakes, lady. Cake, butter, and sugar.”

      “Did you just curse at—”

      “And here’s a nutrition tip,” Karrie couldn’t help but add. “It’s not goddamn gluten that makes your thighs fat.”

      “That’s it,” stomped the woman. “I’m leaving a Yelp review.”

      “Please do,” pissed Karrie, leaning in, arms propped on the countertop as if ready to pounce across and pummel the woman into pulp. “And don’t forget to say that the disabled bakery associate who tried so hard to help your sorry ass called you a fucking cunt. Can you spell cunt, maaaa’aaaam?”

      “I wanna talk to your manager,” screeched the woman. “Right now.”

      “Sorry. Not here,” shrugged Karrie. “But if you like, I can show you exactly where you can lodge an official complaint.”

      “Oh, I will!”

      “Easy to remember,” relayed Karrie. “It’s ButterCrème dot com, backslash, my thighs are thick and so am I.”

      Before the woman could inhale the insult, let alone command even the most inept reply, Karrie had dropped her apron, ducked under the counter, and hit the door. It swung wide in front of her. She was instantly hit with the smell of smoke. In the minutes since she’d returned from her break, the air had been infected with the stench of distant fires. From her back pocket she withdrew her phone and speed-dialed a number. Two rings and he answered.

      “I know,” interrupted Karrie. “I’m hours early. But I think I just fired myself. Can you come get me now?”
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          Porter Ranch

        

      

    

    
      Three years, thought Lucky. Three years and how many days since I’ve been behind the wheel of a sheriff’s black-and-white? It was down in Compton, he recalled. He’d worn training officer stripes and for five months he’d sat beside his rookie charge, the impossibly beautiful Shia St. George.

      And I thought that radio car was a piece of shit?

      With the urgent need for deputies on the street, department policy was to open the doors of the county’s fleet service garages to place volunteers in roll-worthy black-and-whites. The good news for Lucky was that the Sheriff’s was fast following suit with the LAPD by replacing most of their radio cars with roomier Ford Explorer SUVs. This left a cornucopia of aging Crown Victorias that were either unsold or yet to be salvaged. The bad news was that the cars were bereft of equipment. In the vehicle he’d been issued, Lucky had no computer comms—the Box—and not even a backup shotgun locked upright in a rack. He’d been provided a black-and-white with just a light array, a radio, and a full tank of gas.

      Unfamiliar with the neighborhood he’d been assigned—combined with the fires raging in the northern hills—Lucky chose that expedient navigation app to guide him west from Pacoima to Porter Ranch. LAPD had already performed their knock-knock drill twice, banging on doors and using their radio car bullhorns to strongly advise locals to calmly abandon their homes and belongings. It was a safety issue for both residents and first responders who needed to be unobstructed on neighborhood streets while fighting the fire. Yet, despite local news stations declaring the evacuations as mandatory, no locals not heeding the warning would be arrested. The most cops could do was urge, cajole, and strongly admonish citizens to steer clear of the danger and get the hell out of the way.

      Porter Ranch bore a City of Los Angeles zip code. That made it LAPD turf. Though in matters of urgency, the County would often loan out its resources. As a volunteer deputy, Lucky was tasked with a neighborhood grid to patrol—in a last-ditch effort to convince evacuation-resistant homeowners to bug out, as well as a deterrent to would-be looters.

      The Santa Ana winds were in full fan mode, urging the fire in the neighborhood’s direction. The smoke from the encroaching fire had arrived in force but somehow hadn’t dropped. It was more of a blanketing overhead. A geographic anomaly, figured Lucky. Somehow, due to the way the ground mass was formed, it left the streams of brown, choking air floating over the treetops like a dirty fog. From the protected inside of his black-and-white, the smoke appeared like a muddy, upside-down river. Defying gravity. Like a movie special effect.

      Cul-de-Sac City.

      Lucky had nicknamed the neighborhood the moment he’d viewed the map—this despite the gated locale’s actual moniker, Tuscany Estates. The planned community consisted of gentle rows of two-story homes—coined McMansions by architectural critics—on ample lots in a series of asphalt tentacles reaching up to the mountain’s edges. Instead of streets that flowed on a grid, one drive intersecting with the next, the developer had designed wide vessels that all capped in safe, family-friendly cul-de-sacs. Great for the kiddies, thought Lucky. Lousy for patrolling. As he rolled past the usually manned security gate, Lucky guessed the residents had contracted with a private patrol service. Along with the gate guard, the armed security patrolman had long been sent home when Cal Fire orders to evacuate had come through.

      The radio car shook as the vibrations of an unseen helicopter roared overhead. A Firehawk, guessed Lucky, a Sikorsky Black Hawk helicopter converted into an airborne firefighting machine. Gonzo had more than once expressed her wont for flying such a beast. In the dark and smoke, Firehawk pilots could fly in close proximity to the mountains’ canyons and ridges, navigated entirely by sensors and a high-definition screen projected on their helmets’ visors. A real feat, Lucky agreed. Though his own selfish desire preferred to imagine his soon-to-be missus hovering somewhere around five thousand feet, high and safe, well above the fiery fray.

      The cable powering the radio car’s steering had a bit of slip to it, sending an annoying, rubbery squeal into the night every time he performed a tight turn. He cranked the wheel, his headlights sweeping across the hopefully empty homes at the end of the cul-de-sac. Still, he keyed the mic on the external speaker.

      “THIS NEIGHBORHOOD IS UNDER MANDATORY EVACUATION,” spoke Lucky, his booming monotone echoing against the mountain beyond. “IF YOU CHOOSE TO STAY, CALLS TO 911 MAY NOT BE ANSWERED.”

      He checked his watch. It had been nearly two hours since he’d swallowed the Benadryl. Defense-wise, the allergy med seemed more necessary than his .45-caliber sidearm. On his last fire patrol, he’d encountered his share of dogs, terrified and somehow divided from their owners. And though Lucky loved dogs, their dander hated him. So some serious premedicating was key.

      Each and every one of the surrounding homes appeared quiet and mostly dark—the only signs of life being the porch lamps or the occasional backyard glow from a swimming pool. Lucky counted fifteen McMansions from each cul-de-sac to the nearest cross street. Methodically covering his assigned territory, he made a right turn on his way to the next dead end, a cul-de-sac named Via Medici, to go along with the development’s not-so-clever Renaissance theme. As he approached the oncoming lane, Lucky noted a pair of headlights fast closing in his rearview mirror. Bluish-white halogens, the kind of super bulbs usually found factory-installed on luxury sedans. German model, Lucky guessed. An Audi S8. The fast-approaching car braked sharply, falling in behind Lucky’s black-and-white and preparing to make the very same turn up Via Medici.

      Lucky gently applied his brakes, signaling a full stop. He switched on the emergency light array atop the unit. The red and blue lights spun in a universally urgent signal for the Audi to stop. Instead, the sedan cut to the left as if preparing to whip around and pass Lucky on his driver’s side. Already anticipating, Lucky half-twisted the wheel counterclockwise, angling the black-and-white into a blocking move while making certain the Audi’s headlights caught every pore of his disapproving grimace. The sole figure behind the Audi’s windshield spanked the steering wheel in obvious frustration.

      Like he’d performed dozens of times before, Lucky pushed his door open with his left foot as he stepped from the vehicle, one index finger pointing at the Audi’s driver, the other glued against the release on the retention holster sheathing his SIG Sauer service pistol.

      “STAY IN THE CAR! HANDS ON THE STEERING WHEEL!” shouted Lucky.

      Ignoring the order, the Audi driver swung his door open. Out swept a thick man in a size-too-small polo shirt and basketball-style gym shorts. With an equanimity of speed, Lucky skinned his pistol and leveled the muzzle center mass on the V of the thick man’s collar.

      “HANDS!” Lucky shouted.

      “Yeah, yeah,” agreed the driver, shooting both arms at the sky, gesturing with one finger in the direction of the cul-de-sac. “This is my street. I live right up there at the end.”

      “Two steps forward, ninety degrees,” ordered Lucky. “Hands on the hood of your vehicle.”

      “Dude. Seriously—”

      “Believe me. You don’t wanna get shot today,” suggested Lucky. “Hands. Hood. Right now.”

      “You don’t need to put your gun on me,” bitched the man, reluctantly obeying, splaying his fingers, bending slightly at the waist, and bracing against the Audi’s silver hood. “I’m complying, okay?”

      “Musta missed the part where I said, ‘Stay in your car.’” On approach, Lucky had already plugged the man’s front license plate into his short-term memory: R8DXBRT

      “But I fucking live here,” griped the driver.

      Reholstering his pistol, Lucky gave the man a cursory frisk, fishing a wallet out of the his gym shorts’ front pocket. He took three steps back.

      “Yo! My wallet, dude,” said the annoyed man.

      “Robert Bianchi,” said Lucky. He read the man’s driver’s license with assistance from his tactical flashlight. “113 Via Medici.”

      “It’s Bobby Bianchi,” insisted the man, as if Lucky might somehow realize some greater meaning from his nickname. When Lucky showed little more than a flat “so what” expression, Bobby pointed again. “My street. Just going to my house—”

      “You’re temporarily evacuated,” said Lucky. “You have family still in your house?”

      “Fuck no,” whined Bobby. “They’re already safe at the Four Seasons. Just gotta get a change of clothes.”

      “Your missus didn’t pack for you?”

      “Dude. It’s my house that I want to go to. My. House.”

      “Not a dude. I’m a deputy,” reminded Lucky. “And like I said. You’re evacuated until Cal Fire gives the all clear.”

      “All due respect, deputy,” hissed Bobby. “I happen to know it’s my God-given right that no matter what you say, I’m allowed to defend my property with a goddamn garden hose if I want.”

      “If you were on your property,” agreed Lucky. “But you’re not. You’re on a public street in an area designated for evacuation. For your safety and that of emergency responders who might need to occupy this neighborhood in order to fight the fire, I need you to get back in your vehicle and about-face yourself outta here—”

      Lucky pointed to the flames on the nearby ridge to punctuate the urgency of his message. “See that?”

      “Five minutes,” begged Bobby.

      “Or I can put you in handcuffs and you can grab ass in the back seat of my black-and-white until I’m relieved.”

      “Jesus!”

      “Sir,” annoyed Lucky. “Get in your damn car. And please go.”

      Lucky clocked Bobby’s eyes, a wide pair that appeared closer to the bridge of his nose than average, set inside a bulbous head that was shaved despite the appearance of a full compliment of thirty-five-year-old hair. There were no signs of dilation—of drug use or inebriation—nor chemical panic. Though when Lucky had Bianchi over the hood of the Audi, he’d noted a blossom of back acne climbing out from underneath the musclehead’s shirt, crawling halfway up his thick neck—a sometimes sign of anabolic steroid abuse. Other than that, Lucky had pegged the man as spoiled and unaccustomed to being denied. Bobby Bianchi’s eyes yearned to cross the near three hundred yards to his house at the end of the cul-de-sac.

      “This is unfair,” complained Bobby, lips pressed together until they’d formed a thin, hardened crease. “Not right at all. No way. No how.”

      “Is what it is,” sighed Lucky, his patience wearing thin. It had been a few years since he’d been in uniform and the stoicism required to swallow the bile that came out of so many citizens hadn’t always been his foremost asset.

      “Here’s what’s gonna happen,” relented Bobby, attempting to sound friendly. “If I don’t get to drive my car up and into my house—right now—then the minute I get back to the Four Seasons, I’m gonna pour shots from a two-hundred-dollar bottle of tequila while I dial up every councilman, county supervisor, and boss who can make the rest of your life a goddamn misery. Just because you’re not gonna let me enter my own property. How’s about that, deputy?”

      “I say knock yourself out,” replied Lucky. “My name is Lucas Dey. My immediate supervisor is David Kavanaugh. He’s in charge of all volunteer deputies—”

      “Volunteer?” shot Bobby. “You’re not even a full-time cop? Just a goddamn wannabe?”

      “Complaints are still welcome.”

      “You got no authority!” spat Bobby. “Fuckin’ hobby cop.”

      “I’m a deputy on duty with full authority—”

      “Fake cop keeping me from my own front door!”

      “Return to your vehicle, Mr. Bianchi.”

      “Move your fuckin’ cop car!” pointed Bobby, rage rising in him.

      Steroid rage? wondered Lucky.

      “I’m going to my goddamn house right fucking now!”

      Lucky sighed deeply, fresh out of words to cajole the entitled lunkhead back into his luxury car. Then it happened. Frustration got the better of Bianchi, who found himself launching forward, arms extended and popping Lucky in his Kevlar vest with both palms. It wasn’t a full-on strike. Bianchi’s move was more of a schoolyard shove, a thoughtless expression of force—a wordless command—directing Lucky back into his radio unit. At the start of the slow-motion moment, Lucky’s hands were neutrally poised, relaxed, hanging to his sides at the end of his arms. But the millisecond Bianchi had lurched, Lucky had automatically rotated his right shoulder, diffusing both blows while trapping Bianchi’s left arm. As Lucky continued turning, Bianchi was already on his heels and off balance. All Lucky had to do was let go and the dumbass would have probably spun onto the pavement like a top losing centrifugal force. Only Lucky wasn’t quite the kind of cop to let an out-of-line citizen wonder just why he or she had been introduced to the pavement. So, Lucky leveled a sharp left elbow at head height. It connected squarely and with significant blunt force against the shaved hair behind Bianchi’s ear.

      Bianchi went down. Not in a stumble because his knees had given way. Nor because he had been struck unconscious. It was more from the speed and impact of Lucky’s move. Lucky’s full weight on the back of his knee pinned him to the road’s surface.

      “Time for a reality check,” said Lucky. “Nod if I have your full attention.”

      “You motherFUCKER—”

      “Pay attention,” hissed Lucky. “I politely asked you to move along. You did not. You reached out to strike me and that’s how you ended up eating asphalt. Now, because I’m just a hobby cop, as you put it, I don’t rate a body cam to prove my point or disprove yours. You wanna press some kind of complaint against me? Well, that’s your call. Strongly suggest you think otherwise. Now, you can do that calculus while cuffed and riding around for the next few hours in the back of my black-and-white. Or you can do it in your cushy hotel room. Giving you to a count of three to choose. One, two—”

      “. . . Hotel,” Bianchi finally wheezed, his scraped and bloody lips muffled by the blacktop.

      “Can you get up on your own?” asked Lucky, unweighting himself off the big mouth.

      “Yeah,” said Bianchi, pushing up onto his knees, swilling in a lungful of foul air, and using the Audi’s hood as a handhold to hoist himself to his feet. Bianchi didn’t dare look back at Lucky. He stumbled back around to his driver’s side door and plunked into the stitched premium-leather seat.

      Lucky, in turn, slid back behind the wheel of the black-and-white, shut his door, and waited for Bianchi to maneuver his luxury sedan in the opposite direction. If the radio unit had come with a computer, Lucky might have felt inclined to make notations on the annoying encounter. That would have been consistent with Sheriff’s policy. But his present assignment wasn’t about making paper trails. It was about public safety.

      Lucky listened. The retreating sound of the Audi’s engine was eventually swallowed by a distant siren. Resuming his patrol, he pointed the black-and-white up Via Medici while manipulating the manual spotlight from side to side with his left hand, igniting each driveway. The beam pierced the ever-thickening air. And for one briefest second, at the light’s penetrating peak, Lucky thought he’d seen a figure. Walking quickly, crossing the far end of the cul-de-sac. Though it might have been a shadow, a trick of refraction when the manual spotlight swung across the radio car’s headlamps.

      “YOU THERE!” Lucky called out over the car’s loudspeaker. “THIS NEIGHBORHOOD IS UNDER MANDATORY EVACUATION. HOLD IN PLACE WHILE I APPROACH.”

      As far as Lucky knew, he was giving warning to nobody whatsoever. Still, he gassed the worn Crown Victoria and surged up the gentle slope with only the slightest expectation that he’d encounter either a stubborn resident or looter.

      He found neither. Only smoke and porch lights.
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      Oren had seen the headlamps. One set was from a cop car. The other, a piercing blue tint from a civilian’s vehicle, meaning it might even have been Bobby Bianchi’s. And wouldn’t that have been an ugly happenstance if the police officer had allowed Bianchi to proceed up the lane to the cul-de-sac’s end? Partially guarded by a chest-high, manicured hedge of Italian cypress, Oren stood statue still, arms extended, both hands gripped around the wooden handles of a crusty wheelbarrow. In all his plotting, he’d somehow forgotten to figure out precisely how he’d move his bounty. He knew the path was clean, free and clear of video surveillance, as only a few of his fellow Tuscany Estates residents had installed cameras. It came off as redundant, especially considering they’d purchased homes behind a guard booth manning an imposing private gate and were part of a homeowners association that employed a full-time roving security patrol.

      He’d been so obsessed with the route he’d take, he’d blanked on the means until he’d seen the wheelbarrow.

      Inside the double layer of disposable latex gloves, Oren’s hands were swimming in perspiration. For a moment, he realized that by waiting for his chance he might just squander it. So while the two distant figures by the cars appeared to tussle, Oren pushed off, the front tire of the wheelbarrow hopping off the curb as he beelined for his own driveway. He chose not to glance right, keeping a bead on his destination. 144 Via Medici, otherwise known to him as Mankowski Manor, where he was sole owner, proprietor, and resident of his own spacious Tuscany Estates McMansion.

      Spacious living, laughed Oren to himself, his grimace turning into the slightest smile. More like cavernous.

      In no time whatsoever, Oren was thumping the wheelbarrow down the path of gravel and concrete pavers along the side of his house, guarded by both a pine plank fence and the smooth stucco exterior of his garage. Once through the back gate, he kicked away the plaster gnome holding the spring-loaded hinge at bay. The gate swung closed with an unnerving kuh-clang. From there he hairpin-turned and eased the wheelbarrow down through a pair of open storm doors, revealing an easy slope of steps down into an unlikely basement. It was too dark to see, but once he felt the floor level, he lowered the load and scrambled back up to the storm doors. As he leaned across to pull the first door shut, he heard the echoing sound blare from the cop car.

      “THIS NEIGHBORHOOD IS UNDER MANDATORY EVACUATION. HOLD IN PLACE WHILE I APPROACH.”

      “Oh, I’ll hold in place, all right,” muttered Oren to himself. “In my own goddamn tornado cellar.”

      Oren loved referring to the basement as his tornado cellar. The substructure wasn’t part of the original model plan. Because the vast majority of Southern California homes were not in danger of either tornados or floods, nearly all post–World War II homes were constructed without basements or pillar foundations and were built atop reinforced concrete slabs. When the Mankowski family chose to build in Porter Ranch’s Tuscany Estates, Oren had insisted on the subterranean space, planning to use the extra square footage for a man cave and a wine cellar—this despite the fact that he was more of a bottled beer drinker than a tilter of fine cabernets and pinot noirs. His wife at the time, Beth, hadn’t protested in the least. Oren’s guess was that she’d already begun planning her big escape. Divorce style. All the way back then. Three and a half long years ago.

      Eons ago.

      Only after the build was complete did she serve him with the papers. Her evil expectation was that to fully split their assets, they’d have to liquidate the dream house. With that, she’d underestimated the resolve of a man to keep what he had built. His very own castle. In the end, Oren was willing to part with practically everything to keep his name on the title of the Via Medici address. Even the shared custody of his three children.

      For that, she’d called Oren evil.

      Ever since, the accusation had eaten at him like a slow-growing cancer. During a nasty split it was so easy to assign mal-intent to the other’s words or actions. But unlike Beth’s pro forma complaint for the divorce—his failures at the racetrack—Oren’s behavior seemed almost obsessive, as if his entire self-worth was tied to the house.

      I’m not evil. I’m just morally messed up.

      He sometimes wondered if he was mentally ill. After all, what kind of father wouldn’t fight for his children if not for some kind of cranial impairment? Mental health was in the news. Mental health was all around. So why not me? excused Oren.

      With the storm doors bolted from the inside, Oren worked by the dim glow of a single floor lamp plugged into an electrical outlet. The man cave had never materialized beyond the big-screen television mounted on the wall. The floor was unfinished concrete. Against the opposite side was a couch so fatigued, the leather was cracking. A humming mini fridge served as an end table. An old door laid across cinderblocks served as a coffee table.

      Exposed wooden two-by-fours ran from floor to ceiling, giving an illusion of rooms, along with the unfinished plumbing for a bathroom. In the temperature-controlled wine cellar, polished oak racks held enough space for a thousand bottles of wine. Not a solitary slot was occupied. Rolling the wheelbarrow between the shelving to the far wall, Oren pressed at the center pillar. It clicked inward, unlocking a secret latch. Oren reached inside a wine slot and pulled. Half the wall-side wine case opened on a silent hinged door, aided by tiny rubber wheels hidden under the baseboard. On the other side was the makings of a panic room, equally unfurnished as the rest of the basement—the remnant of just another one of Oren’s never-ending list of unfinished ideas.

      Returning to the wheelbarrow, Oren rolled it and its precious cargo into the hiding space, next to the rest of his emptied loads. It had taken eight trips across the street and back to cart the entire haul. He then carefully walked the wine case door shut until he felt the lock catch and click. He ran his fingertips along the smoothness of the joint. Perfect. Unless anybody was clued to it, there’d be no way to guess that behind the empty wine case there was a vault of sorts. And inside of it, collectibles worth something close to $1 million.

      Oren heard the front door chime, the sound a melodic, resonant trickle down the basement stairs. Ears tuned, he captured the low rapping of a heavy fist and perhaps even a voice. Probably that cop, he reckoned. Another sweep. Oren had missed the first evacuation call, as he was still hiking down the mountain trail after having set the third and last blaze. Soon after his return and a shower, he’d spied an LAPD officer on his security camera. She was thin with a pixie cut, looked five-foot-nothing and balanced only by all the equipment slung onto her duty belt. She had rung and knocked and rung again. The protocol was to assume nobody was home. Which was what Oren would do now that he was home. Play possum. And watch the home across the cul-de-sac, doing just as he’d been asked by his friend and neighbor so many times before. Why?

      Because I may be mentally ill, but I’m a good goddamn neighbor.

      Oren laughed, cracking himself up so hard, it almost ached. He was such an awesome neighbor, he was willing to brave the oncoming brushfire to keep his end of the cul-de-sac safe from predators. If things worked out as plotted, firefighters would soon invade the neighborhood and beat back the blazing mountainside, saving the property of all those good taxpayers who provided their training, equipment, and salaries.

      And if things didn’t work out—if the fire Oren had kindled somehow jumped from the hillside to the McMansions of Tuscany Estates? Oren was resolved to burn to death, his empty castle serving as his private crematorium.
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      The interior of the Cal Fire crew truck was a sweltering eighty-six degrees. According to the driver, the air conditioning had reached its cooling limits somewhere south of Buttonwillow, the condenser fan motor making its last turn with the familiar stink of an electric burnout. It filled the entire cabin, tickling the already annoyed nostrils of inmate firefighter Dave Bustamante.

      Since that air conditioner burnout, Dave and his fellow convict firefighters had stripped their orange Department of Corrections custom fire suits to their hardened waists. In an effort to stay hydrated, the team had already torn into the cases of bottled water stored by the pallet on every crew truck. To a man, each had learned that proper water consumption was key to surviving the heat from the flames they’d sworn to battle, not to mention the perspiration-inducing thirty-five pounds of heavy-duty fire protection.

      That’s if we survive the friggin’ drive, joked Dave to nobody but himself. Winter wasn’t supposed to come with hot breath.

      He took a slow, cleansing breath. Then another. More calming inhales and exhales would follow the more they neared Los Angeles County. He hadn’t wanted to return. At least not yet—not until he was ready.

      No. Not until I’ve got a firm grip on my inner idiot.

      It had been a year and a half since Dave had completed the inmate firefighter program, allowing him to transfer from the concrete and razor-wire confines of Mule Creek State Prison to one of the forty-four separate conservation camps operated by the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Each fire camp was based in one of California’s most remote and “matchworthy” regions. For the past year and a half, Dave Bustamante’s prison bunk was in the Cuesta Fire Camp, located in the countryside just three miles west of the Central Coast’s San Luis Obispo. From there, he and his fellow inmate firefighters trained with the same rigor as other wildfire specialists. The only true difference between skill sets and equipment were the colors of their fire suits. Whereas the inmates wore bright orange Kevlar fiber, the Cal Fire regulars were defended in reflective yellow.

      Dave had felt at relative peace serving out the remainder of his sentence fighting fires for the state. The routine reminded him of his time in the Marines and later as a private soldier for a defense contractor. The camaraderie. The hard men, most whom had been lucky enough to plead their cases down to nonviolent crimes, the foremost prerequisite for service on convict fire crews. Dave’s only request had been to serve in the northern regions of the state. His excuse was his allergies—something about the pollen in and around sunny Southern Cal—from Los Angeles all the way down to the even more temperate San Diego. Though convict firefighters weren’t usually granted such provisos, Dave was lucky that his had been heard and heeded. Sure, the allergy scam was bullshit. He just knew that the nearer he was to Southern California—to Los Angeles in particular—the harder it would be to keep his head clear from an obsession of his, a singular fixation of his inner idiot’s. If not managed wisely, it might prove unhealthy to his own physical health, as well as that of any number of people who might get in the way of his petty fantasy game of revenge.

      Ah, the mere idea of it. Revenge.

      To Dave, the word held more than just a primal quality. Revenge defined the most primeval of human acts—something emanating from a necessity more akin to a need than an actual choice. Like sex. Or love. The more his feelings were involved, the greater the possibility for errors. Mortal mistakes . . .

      Those dangerous aw, fuck moments that could bury a man up to his neck in fire ants.

      “Hey, Beemer,” shouted a firefighter in the second row, a barrel-chested Hispanic O.G. they all called Jefe. “How’s them allergies?”

      “Let you know when I blow my snot downwind!” Dave replied.

      Beemer was Dave’s nickname. At least that’s how he’d explained the BMW tattoo that had long ago been inked between the spikes of his shoulder blades. The story was only partially true. Dave’s name wasn’t Dave at all. Nor was the surname of Bustamante. It was an alias with enough veracity behind it to fool a few police agencies and, so far, the California
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