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1. 
 

 

he two Doors glittered in front of him. Moke had stood 

in this very spot almost every day over the last few weeks, 

thinking about stepping through, heading into 

Pomegranate City, and having some words with, well, whoever 

would listen. But he was sure he would get turned away. It’s not 

like he was important or anything.  

While he stood there, three people had come through the 

Door, each looking for someone. He had sent them towards town. 

One was looking for her son, one wondered if there were any good 

places to eat nearby, and the third had come looking for the people 

of Vann—an entire city’s worth of people that had come through 

just a short while ago. Apparently, despite having brought over ten 

thousand people with them, they had still left some of their citizens 

behind. He shrugged and strolled off the bridge. It was time to be 

getting back. 

It was a short walk into town just past Meriym’s house, 

which off and on functioned as housing for homeless refugees, and 

through a large field. The planet had been out of orbit when Moke 

first arrived, but since John, a scientist from Pomegranate City, had 
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showed up to fix it, the grasses were greener, the sky was bluer, and 

the night sky sparkled with distant stars.  

The town was set into a valley, and the road ran in a spiral 

around the edges and down towards the center. When the planet 

was originally built, the town had been too, stone houses and 

infrastructure and all. The people that lived in it came from all over 

the universe, stumbling onto this strange place by accident when 

they stepped through the Door.  

The village grown a lot in recent months, and the stone 

houses that had started out as empty were now filled with families. 

In addition, all kinds of other houses had popped up in the empty 

spaces, made from every material imaginable. Since all of the 

people who had moved here came from different planets and 

different cultures, they all brought different building materials and 

styles. Some of the original residents of Path found it ugly and 

messy, but Moke found it extremely appealing and unique.  He 

knew there was no other place in the universe like it. 

He squinted as he neared the upper edge of the valley. This 

was one of his favourite spots because he could see most of the 

town from here. It almost looked like a bowl, filled with buildings 

and intelligent beings of all different species. But his focus shifted 

as he noticed something happening on the other side. A wisp of 

smoke drifted up over a house—it got thicker and darker so 

quickly that Moke barely registered what was happening—until a 

billowing dark cloud cast a dark, ominous shadow across the town.  

“Oh no,” Moke said, and broke into a sprint.  



When he arrived at the scene, Dane and a few other fire 

fighters were already there. Dane worked regular hours down at 

Glendon’s Greenhouse with Moke, so it was an easy jog to nearly 

any location in the town. As a result, he and Moke were usually the 

first of the firefighters to arrive. 

“Get the bucket line going!” Dane bellowed, gesturing to 

one firefighter. “And you—” he pointed at Cara, one of the 

volunteer medics, “—wet blankets! NOW!” 

Moke skidded to a stop next to Dane. 

“Glad you’re here,” Dane said rapidly. “Eleven children 

inside and one teacher. This is the children’s home. Here’s a 

kerchief—get going!” 

Moke grabbed the wet handkerchief and tied it over his 

mouth. Cara tossed three soaking wet blankets at him. He threw 

one over his head and ran into the burning building.  

It was dark inside; the smoke filled every room, and even 

though he crouched low to the floor, he still found it difficult to 

breathe. The home was set up with a main hallway running down 

the center of the house. He was afraid that if he opened the wrong 

door, it would send wind rushing through, with the flames 

following soon after. But it looked like the fire had started at the 

back of the building, so he was probably safe for the moment.  

“Hello?” he yelled. “Where are you?” 

“In here!” a voice called back.  

He ran forward and carefully opened the door that voice 

was most likely to have come from. A woman stood in the room, 

huddled against the far wall, with seven children. Seven. Moke felt 



rage rise up inside him. This was the tenth fire this month. 

Whoever was setting them was targeting kids—and they were going 

to pay.  

“Here!” he said, handing out the wet blankets. He pulled 

the one over his own head and handed it to the woman. “Cover as 

many as you can. Do you know where the others are?” 

“Yes,” the woman said, fear in her eyes. “Addie and Hadar 

were playing upstairs in their bedroom.” 

“Which room?” he asked, still holding out the wet blanket.  

“Third room, on the left, up the stairs,” she replied. “Please 

hurry. And you take that blanket. Get the children. We’ll be fine.” 

Moke nodded and threw the blanket back over his head. It 

wouldn’t stay wet for very long in this heat. “Get them out the 

front as quickly as you can.” He reached out to help two of the 

children hold the blanket tighter over their heads. “You’ll be fine,” 

he whispered encouragingly, and then sprinted towards the stairs.  

The smoke was thicker back here; the flames had worked 

their way forward and were licking up the walls. He scrambled up 

the stairs as quickly as he could, feeling his lungs begin to burn. 

Not for the first time, he thought that they should find a way to 

buy fire suits from a slightly more advanced civilization. Even just 

one suit would be a huge help.  

He heard the hissing of steam. They must have finally 

gotten the bucket brigade going. He coughed a couple of times and 

then called out, “Addie? Hadar?” 

“Help!” a small voice cried.  



Moke felt the rage rise up inside again and rushed forward, 

bursting through the third door on the left with no regard for his 

own safety. 

“Help!” Hadar was kneeling on the floor next to a little girl. 

“She just fell asleep!” he exclaimed. “I tried to drag her but I 

couldn’t!” Tears streaked down his face. 

“It’s okay,” Moke said, reaching down to lift the 

unconscious Addie. She appeared to still be breathing—too much 

smoke inhalation, most likely. He carefully placed her over one 

shoulder, and then reached down to take Hadar’s hand. “We have 

to go as fast as we can, okay?” 

Hadar nodded rapidly, his wide eyes filled with tears.  

“Let’s go!” Moke began to walk forward, towards the stairs, 

pulling Hadar with him. He took the steps two at a time, but as 

they neared the bottom, Hadar let out a small muffled scream and 

stopped moving. 

“Come on!” Moke exclaimed. “What’s wrong?” 

Hadar pointed. Fire was beginning to lick up the bannister. 

He was obviously terrified, too scared to even pass it. 

“Hadar,” Moke said, “we have to keep going, or else Addie 

won’t make it. I want you to look at the fire and tell it in no 

uncertain terms, ‘YOU’RE NOT GOING TO HURT ME!’ until 

we get past it, okay? Can you do that?” 

Hadar nodded. 

“Say it,” Moke encouraged. 

“You… you…” Hadar stuttered. 



“That’s right!” Moke said, smiling at the little boy. He was 

beginning to feel a little lightheaded himself from lack of oxygen.  

“You’re not… not… going to… to hurt…” Hadar took a 

little step forward, and Moke took the opportunity to pull him the 

rest of the way down the stairs, running past the fire, down the 

hallway, and out into the slightly less smoky air outside.  

He placed the unconscious Addie in the arms of a nearby 

volunteer medic, and collapsed to his knees, taking deep breaths. 

Two more firefighters had exited the house just before him, each 

carrying another child.  

“Is that everyone?” he asked, taking a swig of water from 

the bottle that Cara handed him.  

“I think so,” Cara said, turning to wave Dane over. 

“That’s all,” Dane said, jogging towards them while wiping 

his sweating forehead. “Eleven kids indoors with one teacher, six 

were outdoors, one teacher.” 

Just then someone screamed. Moke looked towards the 

burning building. A dog had poked its head from the partially open 

upstairs window. A group of firefighters ran forward with a sheet, 

yelling at the dog to jump, calling, cajoling. It didn’t seem to be 

working.  

Moke glanced over at the teacher; her expression was wide-

eyed as she tried to shield the eyes of the younger children. Some 

of the kids were crying.  

He knew he shouldn’t do it; it was stupid, idiotic. But… 

Moke leaped to his feet, grabbed a wet towel from a nearby 

stack, and sprinted into the burning building as quickly as he could. 



He took the stairs three at a time and made a hard right towards the 

front of the building. He wished he had remembered his 

handkerchief, but it was too late now. He burst into the front 

room, scooped the dog up into his arms, and leaped, shattering the 

glass windows and landing squarely on the sheet held by the 

firefighters below. He hit the ground slightly less hard than he 

would have had there been no sheet at all. 

The woman watching the children ran over and scooped up 

the dog, saying thank you repeatedly, while the children cheered 

and clapped at a safe distance from the fire.  

“That was stupid,” Dane said, reaching down to help Moke 

up from the ground. 

“I know,” he replied, groaning. He was going to have a 

pretty big bruise tomorrow. “We sure that’s everyone?” 

“Yup,” Dane replied, nodding firmly while looking at the 

roaring flames. “It’s a hot one, alright,” he said, and then strode off 

to re-join the bucket brigade.  

Moke stared up at the flames, orange, yellow, and red, 

flickering in the evening sky. Smoke billowed up in clouds, making 

a beautiful, awful, sunset. He rubbed his eyes and collapsed into a 

chair near the medic’s tent. Ten fires. Ten. If it didn’t stop, someone 

was going to die, and there wasn’t anything Moke would be able to 

do to stop it. 

“Good work you did there,” Cara said, smiling down at 

him. She handed him a cup of water and a rag to wipe his face. 

“They say the fire is mostly under control, and should be out in just 

a few hours.” 



“Glad to hear it,” Moke replied, trying to work up a smile 

for her. He was exhausted, but she looked cute with the smudges 

of ash on her forehead and cheeks. 

“I’m glad you made it out okay,” she continued, staring out 

at the roaring flames. “That was quite a fire. Those poor kids.” 

Moke nodded, noting that Cara’s cheeks were flushed pink 

with the heat of the fire.  

“Who do you think is setting them?” she asked, sitting 

down in the grass next to Moke. 

 “I don’t know,” Moke replied. He could think of half a 

dozen individuals who would be capable, and even more groups 

that might want to incite something like this. Few would be stupid 

enough, though, and that weeded out at least some. “Maybe the 

Bantribes?” he suggested, running it over in his head. The 

Bantribes were split into three factions, and none of the factions 

liked any of the others any more than they liked a broken nose. 

They all came from the planet Banround, and all of them had 

names like Banben, Bandan, and Banmar. To make it worse, 

everyone from everywhere else hated all of the Bantribes, so… it 

made it an extremely difficult problem to solve. On the other hand, 

they were always infighting, so it seemed unlikely that they would 

have time to plan something this elaborate that didn’t target 

another Bantribe. 

 “Could be,” Cara said thoughtfully, nodding. “I thought 

maybe the Mentrists. Their boys are all trained in fire warfare, 

remember? Maybe it’s like a coming of age thing.” 



Moke nodded. That was true. They were an unusual bunch 

that had moved to Path close to the beginning—a group of 

teenagers who claimed to have left their cultural heritage behind to 

start anew. Maybe she was right and they had lied. But they had 

distinctive faces—very black curly hair with pointed ears and eyes 

that were oddly large for their face. If they were seen skulking 

around before any of the fires, surely someone would have 

mentioned it.  

He hadn’t said it to anyone, but he thought the most likely 

culprit was a person who had been here a long time—someone 

cunning and well-known, who knew the town inside and out, and 

who wanted to keep it small and quiet. But there were dozens of 

people like that. Hundreds, possibly. He just hoped that the 

responsible person was caught, and soon. 

“Moke,” Cara said, interrupting his train of thought by 

tapping him on the shoulder. “Meriym is here to see you.” She 

stood up and headed back to the medic’s wagon to see if anyone 

else needed assistance. 

“Oh!” Moke said, looking up. “Hello!” Meriym was the 

mayor of their little town—which oddly enough, they had still not 

named—and though he had met her several times, and she had 

helped him get settled, he didn’t feel like he really knew her all that 

well.  

“Don’t get up,” Meriym said, smiling at him. She gracefully 

sank down into the grass next to him, staring out at the smoke 

billowing from the building in front of them. “You did great work 

today.” 



“Thank you,” he said, leaning forward in his seat.  

“I would like to make you an offer,” Meriym said. “A job 

offer.” 

“Oh, but I have a job,” Moke said. He worked down at 

Cara’s family greenhouse, watering plants, harvesting vegetables, 

hauling dirt, selling things, and just being a general all around handy 

man. 

“I know,” Meriym replied, smiling at him again. “But you’re 

our best volunteer firefighter.” 

“Oh, no,” Moke said, shaking his head. “That’d be Dane. 

He’s always here first, really good at directing and making sure 

things get done…” 

“Would you believe me,” Meriym interrupted, “if I told you 

that Dane has never once entered a burning building?” 

Frowning, Moke thought back. Ten fires, and Dane had 

been at every single one, usually first, yelling, directing, making sure 

the bucket brigade started up… but not once had he gone into a 

building. It was true, and Moke hadn’t even noticed. “I hadn’t 

noticed,” Moke said. 

Meriym just smiled at him again. “I’d like to do something 

about these fires,” Meriym said, “or rather, I’d like you to do 

something about these fires.” 

“Me?” 

“I’d like to hire you, on behalf of the town, to find the 

arson,” Meriym said.  

“Oh,” Moke said, raising his eyebrows. “Well, I could try. 

But you don’t have to pay me. I’m happy to do it for free.” 



“I’d like you to have some authority in the town,” Meriym 

said, “so that when you start questioning people, they don’t have 

any reason to refuse. A paycheck will provide that authority. And if 

people refuse to cooperate, we will have a reason to ask them to 

leave. I honestly think fewer people would go a long way towards 

decreasing some of our more recent upticks in crime.” 

Moke nodded. “I… uh… okay. But, why not one of the 

other fire fighters?” 

Meriym smiled. “Because you have an alibi for the first six 

fires—I didn’t do any research beyond that. And you know the 

fires best—you were here, you worked in them, you know who else 

did, you saw who the spectators were—and I think you’re the best 

choice.” 

“Oh,” Moke said, nodding, his mind spinning in a thousand 

directions.  

“And,” Meriym added, slowly getting to her feet, “you 

don’t have any obligations to any cultural group in the city. So I 

know you’ll be fair.” 

“I… I guess I can do it.” 

“Thank you,” Meriym said, patting him on the shoulder. 

“Let me know if you need anything.” 

Moke felt a little lightheaded as Meriym walked away, 

pausing on her way past to speak to the children who had been 

rescued and comfort the women who were taking care of them. He 

wasn’t sure if it was because of a lack of oxygen, or if he was 

surprised by the offer. He wondered if that meant he had to quit 

working at the greenhouse—he liked having an excuse to see Cara 



every day, though he didn’t think he would ever work up the 

courage to tell her. 

“What did Meriym want?” Cara asked, coming back to sit 

beside her.  

“Oh, she offered me a job,” Moke said, carelessly.  

“Exciting!” Cara said. “Are you going to stop working for 

us?” 

“I don’t know,” Moke said, standing up and stretching. 

“We’ll see.” He smiled at her, waved at Dane, and headed down 

into the city. 

  



 

 

2. 
 

 

oke spent the next few hours wandering from one 

fire site to the next. He found it to be exhausting—

not physically, but emotionally. He knew most of the 

people who had lived in these houses, at least peripherally, and 

every single one of them had at least one child. Anger burned in 

the pit of his stomach like coals in a fire, and he knew that bit of 

fuel and he too would burst into flame. 

The third house was one of only two man-made houses in 

the neighborhood. This neighborhood was the first to be occupied 

and many of the oldest families still lived there. In fact, Moke noted 

as he looked around, Cara’s family lived here, as did both Dr. 

Tobias and Dane. The house had been completely demolished, and 

now only a flat blackened husk remained, with a few collapsed 

beams and some lightly floating wisps of ash.  

He carefully stepped through the charred lumps of wood 

and gazed around him. It was a weird feeling to think that the 

family who lived here would no longer live here, that they would 

now live on the outskirts of town in a tent, or a hastily 

manufactured hut.  

M 



This fire had been several weeks ago, so there was no 

longer any sign of personal possessions and the bones of the house 

were cold. He breathed deep. There was something about the scent 

of charred wood that he found almost comforting—like a bonfire 

or a cookout. But that comfort disturbed him a little, because at the 

same time, there was nothing comfortable about someone’s house 

burning down. He sniffed again and frowned. At this site, however, 

there was another scent, lying almost indiscernibly underneath the 

smoky smell.  

He moved around a little, trying to identify what it was. It 

was chemical-y, almost like burning plastic. He shrugged. Maybe 

the people who had lived here had possessions made of plastic that 

had burned. It was possible, even likely. Although there was no 

plastic processing on Path, Moke knew that people brought all 

sorts of things with them from other places.  

After looking around for a few more minutes, he headed to 

the next closest fire site, located across the street. This had been an 

early site too, the first one, if Moke remembered correctly. There 

had been four fires in three days at the beginning, but he had been 

experiencing the effects of adrenaline so much at the time, that he 

had trouble remembering all the details now.  

This house had been a lone one, set up on the downtown 

main square. Meriym had put a stop to these after five or six had 

popped up, thinking that the center of town with the temple and 

the town hall should be a shared space, but she let the people who 

had already built stay. This had been a quick, fast fire, because the 

house had been little more than a tent nailed into the ground, with 



basic wooden beams and fabric walls. Fortunately, no one had been 

in the house when it went up, but there was nothing left at the site 

except a blackened circle on the ground.  

Moke looked around for a few minutes, trying to find 

anything at all that might help him, but he knew it was a bit late for 

this site to be of use. Finally, he continued to the next site.  

This fire had only been a week ago. Ash still floated lightly 

in the air, and the beams of the house lay haphazardly across the 

ground. He thought the situation had been fortunate—it was in a 

row of four man-made houses, but only one had any damage, and 

they had managed to prevent the whole building from catching. 

He tried to remember the fire. Who had been there? Who 

had been in the bucket lines? What medics, what firefighters, what 

spectators? But he was always working during the fires, and he 

found it difficult to recall all the details. He remembered smoke, 

and the way the children screamed and cried as they watched their 

house go up in flames. And he remembered how he burned his 

arm, and the way singed hair smelled.  

Moke sniffed, and frowned. There it was again—that 

strange smell of plastic. This time it was much stronger, much 

more potent. What could it be? Did both families have plastic in 

their house that would smell exactly the same as it burned? That 

seemed possible, but unlikely. The two families were from 

completely different planets, and he couldn’t imagine that they had 

brought the same things with them when they moved here. Maybe 

it was a gift or something, that they had received upon arrival. But 



then, if they both had the same gift, maybe the person who gave it 

to them was to blame.  

He shook his head. How was he ever going to figure this 

out? He thought back to the greenhouse. He had been working 

there for three years. They had spreadsheets for everything: every 

seed they purchased, every plant they grew, when each plant 

needed to be watered and fed, how much fruit each plant 

produced. Moke could ask Cara’s dad anything about the plants at 

all, and he would to know—and if he didn’t, he would check the 

spreadsheets. 

Maybe that’s what he needed to do: start making a list. He 

pulled a few scraps of paper and a pen from his pocket and began 

to write down every detail he could remember: the size and speed 

of the fire, who was there, the smell. It was going to take a while, 

but he finally had a place to start. 

 

***** 
The armory was of the first things Meriym changed when 

she became mayor. She argued that it was a pointless building, that 

they didn’t have or need large quantities of weapons, and that the 

building would be much more suited for other uses—so they had 

renovated it into a library.  

The sun was just rising; only a few people were about their 

business for the day but Moke sat at one of the long tables, staring 

down at a piece of paper in front of him. It was a map. Other 



stacks of papers filled with his scribbled notes surrounded him, and 

a large mug of coffee steamed only inches from his hand. 

The map had been drawn right when the Door first 

opened, so many of the new buildings and tents weren’t included. 

The stone houses, on the other hand, had grown out of the planet 

as it formed, and so had always been on the map. They were sturdy, 

solid, and non-flammable, while the new houses varied in 

construction material, from wood to clay brick to plastic to tents. 

Everyone who came figured out a way to build their own house, 

and it made it quite a unique-looking city. Or a mess—depending 

on who you talked to. 

The town sat in the middle of a valley, with the houses 

rising up on either side of the encompassing hills. The main road 

curved in a spiral down into the valley, ending at a series of 

buildings clearly designed to be town spaces. A large amphitheater-

style building, an armory with no weapons, and a large temple all 

sat at the very center of the valley. Towards the top of the hills, a 

large park circled the town, though people had begun to build 

houses in the park. 

He pulled out a red pen and began to mark all of the places 

where there had been fires in the last few weeks. There had been 

ten fires, eleven if he counted the one that burned down two 

houses—because he wasn’t convinced that someone didn’t set two 

fires right next to each other—and fourteen fires if he counted the 

other three fires that had been put out before they actually caused 

any damage.  



And every single building had at least one child living 

there—or seventeen children in the case of the orphanage.  

Every building had been located in a part of town where 

one or more man-made structures had been erected. In fact, 6 of 

the fires had been in or past the park—only 4 had been in the 

center of town. 

He carefully began to draw in some of the new settlements, 

and then frowned. Tentville. The people from Vann had arrived 

only a couple of months before. At first, it had just been a few 

families. Then, family after family came through, dragging all of 

their pets, animals, and possessions. Meriym had asked them to 

settle on the far side of the city, but no one had anticipated quite 

how many people were going to come through. They had brought 

tents, and thus, that part of town had been named Tentville. 

Their story was that their planet was dying. Moke didn’t 

really care. He had discovered long ago that people lie. Maybe their 

planet was dying, maybe it wasn’t. But everyone who came through 

the Door was running or hiding from something—and a dying 

planet seemed a reasonable enough thing to run from.  

He wondered briefly if Meriym was going to ask them to 

leave at some point. It made sense—they could find another one of 

these pre-made cities, and pretty much populate the entire thing. 

But that wasn’t his concern at the moment. His concern was the 

tents.  

If someone set a fire in Tentville, it would go up faster than 

a can of gasoline. Thousands of people at risk. Hundreds of 



children. Not to mention the burden it would put on the town to 

take care of them, to make sure they had food, water, and shelter. 

He needed to find the firebug, and fast. 

“Moke! Moke!” Little Jay came bursting through the library 

doors, skidding across the smooth stone floor. “There’s another 

fire! Quick! Come quick!” 

Moke leaped to his feet, the papers on the table fluttering 

to the ground. He took off after Jay, sprinting up the spiral road, 

cutting through blocks and back yards, sweat dripping from his 

brow. The only thing he hated about this town were the hills—his 

legs ached from the sprint he had made to the orphanage the day 

before, and his legs would only hurt worse tomorrow. 

When he arrived, orange flames licked the calm blue sky. 

He swallowed as he stepped forward. Firefighters had already 

pulled out two children, and a woman was standing in the upstairs 

window with a baby in her arms. He looked at the scene around 

him. All of the houses here were handmade. Worse yet, they were 

only a short distance from the edge of Tentville.  

“Go,” he yelled to Little Jay. “Tell everyone in Tentville to 

move! Get their families and move! As far away from the flames as 

possible!” 

He looked around. Cara was already there, dampening 

blankets, and Dane was directing the firefighters. Someone had 

refilled the firewagon with water, and volunteers had started to 

hose the flames and fill out the bucket brigade. He wished, not for 

the first time, that they could get some high-powered pressure 

hoses that would more easily put out the flames.  



Running forward, Moke grabbed three blankets from the 

pile and ran into the house. He had to get the woman down from 

upstairs. The smoke was thicker than usual and he coughed, 

ducking to avoid the noxious air. The flames licked up the walls, 

crackling and spitting off sparks. Two rooms in, he could hear a 

child crying. He would get the child first. Dane had likely sent 

another firefighter to help with the woman upstairs.  

“I’m coming!” he called out, moving carefully into the 

room, testing the floor beneath his feet as he went. “Hang on!” 

Moke turned into the room and saw a child curled up in a 

ball, her hands over her head, on the far side of the room. She was 

pressed up against the outside wall, trying to avoid the flames on 

the other walls. He ran in and scooped her up in his arms, covering 

her with one of the extra blankets. Then he ran back out of the 

house.  

Just as he had deposited her in the medical wagon, he heard 

a crash and a woman scream. He spun around to see the woman 

still standing in the window with her baby. A beam on the opposite 

side of the house had collapsed, taking half the floor with it. The 

flames were now licking up towards her.  

“Help!” she screamed. 

“No one got her?” Moke demanded.  

Dane was shaking his head in stunned silence, jaw agape, as 

if he didn’t know what was going on. Moke grunted in disgust and 

sprinted over to the building, getting as close to the flames as he 

could manage.  



“Throw the baby!” he yelled. “I’ll catch her!” Behind him, a 

team worked together to stretch out a blanket, so the mother could 

jump immediately afterwards. “Hurry!” he yelled. 

The mother looked into her baby’s eyes and kissed it softly 

on the forehead. “You promise?” she asked. 

“I promise!” Moke yelled. The next moment, the baby was 

flying through the air, as peaceful and calm as if it was in its 

mother’s arms. Moke reached up and caught the baby with both 

hands, pulling it in and close to his body to protect it from the heat. 

“Now you jump!” he yelled, and turned to run away from the 

flames. He could hear the other firefighters encouraging her to 

jump behind him.  

He took the baby over to the medic wagon and handed it 

to Cara. She took it gently, a very strange expression on her face.  

“Shh, shhh,” she whispered, trying to calm the baby. Cara’s 

eyes were wide, and a glimmer of fear flickered in them.  

Moke turned back to the baby’s mother. She was still 

standing in the room, and the firefighters called and shouted at her 

to jump. He ran back to her, to cajole her to come down. 

“Please!” he shouted. “Your baby is safe! Come down!” 

She looked him right in the eyes, tears falling down her 

cheeks. Then she nodded, took a deep breath, and leaned forward 

as if she were about to jump. But then there was another crash, and 

her face disappeared from the window, as the floor collapsed 

beneath her. For a moment, Moke could see her fingers, clinging to 

the windowsill, white with the effort. But then they too disappeared 

into the flames. 



“No!” Moke cried, trying to run forward. But other 

firefighters grabbed at his arms, holding him back. The next 

moment, the entirety of the upstairs of the building was ablaze, the 

fire hotter than any Moke had experienced. 

“Get back! Get back!” Moke could hear Dane shouting. 

The other firefighters dragged Moke back away from the house, 

but all Moke could see in his mind was the mother’s fingers 

grasping at life, there, and then gone. Now she was dead. Burned 

alive.  

He hugged himself as other fighters ran forward to dump 

water on the roaring blaze. They would do their best to prevent it 

from reaching the other houses, but they were tired—he was tired. 

Moke rested his forehead on his knees.  

It was the first death. They had made it through ten fires, 

and now, during the eleventh, someone had died. Dead. Gone. A 

mother. 

“At least you saved the baby,” said a soft voice next to his 

ear.  

He looked up. Cara knelt beside him, looking at the flames 

roaring in front of them. She had clearly given the baby to 

someone else, and now wanted to comfort him. But it didn’t work. 

“At least I saved the baby…” Moke repeated, the words 

going over and over in his head. He could feel rage building up 

inside him, itself a raging fire. “AT LEAST I SAVED THE 

BABY?” he yelled, spinning around, his sudden movement causing 

Cara to step back, startled. “THAT BABY WILL GROW UP 

WITHOUT A MOTHER!” he roared. “A PERSON DIED 



BECAUSE THIS FIREBUG THINKS THAT SOMEBODY 

ELSE IN THIS CITY ISN’T WORTH BEING ALIVE.” He 

breathed heavily, his hands clenched into tight fists. “WHOEVER 

IS TO BLAME FOR THESE FIRES,” Moke finished, “IS 

GOING TO GET WHAT’S COMING.” 

He could see Cara’s terrified eyes in front of him, but he 

didn’t care. As he turned to go, he saw Dane watching him, eyes 

wide. Moke didn’t care about that either. He began to jog, letting 

his anger and frustration flow into his movements. He hadn’t been 

at the fire for more than a half an hour, but he knew that his time 

would be better spent stopping the fires. Let Dane prevent the fires 

from burning Tentville. Let Cara care for the injured. He was going 

to end it. 
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wo hours later he found himself at the greenhouse. Cara’s 

father, Glendon, seemed surprised to see Moke. 

“I thought you had a new job,” he said. 

Moke shrugged. He might have a new job, but that didn’t 

mean he could bail on the old one. Besides, he needed time to 

think, and this was a good place to do it. 

“Well then, why don’t you go trim and water the roses,” 

Glendon said, handing him a pair of gloves.  

Moke nodded without saying anything, and headed into the 

Rose Room. He found working among plants one of the most 

calming and relaxing things he could do, especially here, where 

everything was loved and cared for so completely. Some days, the 

plants looked so happy, when the sun was shining and they had 

droplets of water on their leaves. Some days, he could swear he 

could hear them whispering to him, calming him. 

Right now, he was angry. Frustrated. Sad. So, so, sad. 

Everything seemed useless. Why find the firebug at all? Someone 

had already died, what did it matter? Of course, the logical voice in 

his head told him that if they found the person, they would prevent 

more deaths. But then, he argued with himself, someone else would 
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just step up and start setting fires again. It was fate—there wasn’t 

anything he could do to stop it. 

But what if it’s your fate to stop them? the obnoxiously logical 

voice asked. 

“It doesn’t matter!” Moke yelled, accidentally clipping a 

rose off. “Oops,” he said in a quieter voice, as a few customers 

looked around to see what he had done.  

“Careful,” Glendon warned, walking past him towards the 

back of the greenhouse.  

“I know,” Moke muttered, looking closely at the rose. It 

was the yellow kind with orange on the tips of the petals, a sunset 

rose. It looked like fire, and he had clipped it off. Maybe it was a 

sign. Or maybe he was just being ridiculous and overly emotional.  

He set the flower aside, vowing to take it to the site of the 

last fire in remembrance of the deceased mother, and finished 

watering and clipping the roses. They were especially lovely this 

year, Moke thought—large blooms, healthy leaves, bright colours.  

Then he heard a commotion coming from out back. He ran 

over to the door to look out. 

“Come quick!” Glendon yelled. “Bring water! It’s a fire!” 

Moke groaned, and then ran out as quickly as he could, 

dragging a hose with him.  

“What’s going on?” Moke asked. Just around the corner of 

the shed, Moke could see a tendril of smoke rising. 

“Fire!” Glendon exclaimed, pointing. 



A small fire lit up the ground, eating up a pile of fertilizer. 

Moke sprayed it with the hose until the fire dissipated and 

disappeared.  

“Glad you were here,” Glendon said, patting Moke on the 

back. A group of curious customers had gathered around and all 

congratulated Moke on being fast on his feet and his quick 

thinking. It annoyed Moke a little. It was nothing compared to the 

massive fires he was used to dealing with, almost on a daily basis 

now. But it was rare that he ever got a pat on the back for dragging 

a person out of a building, and now he was getting congratulations 

for spraying a small pile of fertilizer. 

“Must’ve self-ignited,” Glendon said, poking the pile with 

his pitchfork. “Don’t know how it got there, though. I’ve been 

keeping close tabs on our fertilizer—we keep using it faster than 

I’ve been expecting.” 

“I didn’t realize it could self-ignite,” Moke said, frowning. 

“Sure,” Glendon said. “That’s why I’m always having you 

fork the piles. It’s got ammonium nitrate in it—can cause an 

explosion even, if there’s too much of it.” He stabbed the pile one 

more time with his pitchfork, and then nodded at Moke. “I’ll go in 

and write up an incident report. You hang out here and make sure 

there aren’t any more fires.” 

Moke nodded and squirted the water hose at the pile for 

good measure, contemplating the situation. What was the 

probability that he would encounter another fire at work, in his safe 

place, at a greenhouse of all places, just after he had helped put out 



another fire? He leaned back against the fence with a groan, 

absently squirting the pile of fertilizer. 

Then he frowned. What was that smell? He sniffed the air. 

It reminded him of something: plastic. 

Moke froze, his brain processing this new information. 

Plastic. It was the same smell he had noticed at several of the burn 

sites. Could fertilizer have been used as an accelerant at the fires? 

And who had access to the fertilizer besides him? Glendon did. 

Cara did. One or two other greenhouse employees including Dane. 

Dane. He had been at every single fire. He was usually the 

first one there, in fact. Dane, who had never once risked his life to 

drag someone out of the burning building, who always knew 

exactly where to dump the water, where to direct the firefighters. 

Dane, who had risked the lives of all those children. Killed a young 

mother.  

Moke could feel the anger building up in his chest. He 

threw the hose on the ground and stormed into the greenhouse to 

find Glendon. 

“You put a lock on that greenhouse,” he ordered, “and 

don’t let anyone in there except you. Keep the key around your 

neck if you have to, or bury it somewhere. Just don’t let anyone in 

there.” 

Glendon looked at him with a surprised expression.  

“Okay…” he said, raising his eyebrows, but Moke stormed 

off before Glendon could ask any more questions.  

***** 



Dane was still at the fire when Moke arrived. The fire was 

mostly out, but smoke and steam still rose from the soggy corpse 

of the house. Medics had dragged the burned body of the mother 

out, and she was lying under a sheet nearby. Cara was gone, and the 

baby was now held by its father, who was also trying to comfort his 

other two children.  

Moke swallowed and strode up to Dane.  

“Hey, Dane,” he said as calmly as he could muster. “I need 

to talk to you.” 

“Yeah, sure,” Dane said. “Just a sec.” He issued a couple of 

orders to a few of the firefighters and then turned his attention to 

Moke.  

“Let’s go over here,” Moke said, striding away from the 

groups of people. Dane followed him and crossed his arms. 

“What’s up?” he said genially. 

Suddenly, Moke didn’t know what to say. He had known 

Dane for years—they had worked together, celebrated 

accomplishments together, fought fires together. He trusted Dane, 

and had for a long time. He didn’t know what to say. 

“You okay?” Dane asked, frowning a little. Moke had taken 

too long to speak. “Something going on?” 

“Dane,” Moke said slowly, swallowing nervously. What if 

Dane had a secret anger streak and punched Moke in the face and 

ran? Or worse yet, what if he were innocent? It didn’t matter. Moke 

had to ask. “I think… do you…?” He paused and took a deep 

breath. “Did you know fertilizer has been going missing from 

Glendon’s shed?” 



“No,” Dane said, frowning. “That’s strange. Glendon 

usually tracks these things so closely.” 

“Did you take the fertilizer?” Moke pressed. 

“No,” Dane replied calmly. “Why would I? Glendon would 

give it to me if I needed it at home. You know that. He’s always so 

generous if any of us need something.” 

Moke swallowed and took another deep breath. “Dane,” he 

continued, “I think someone is using the fertilizer to start the 

fires.” 

“What?!” Dane exclaimed, his face the perfect model of 

shock. Then realization dawned on him. “You think I‘m starting the 

fires, Moke?” he demanded. “How could you ever say something 

like that? I have been here at every single fire, working myself near 

to death to try and get the fire put out, to get people out, to make 

sure everything stays organized and efficient! How dare you accuse 

me of something like that?” 

“I… I didn’t accuse you,” Moke said, trying very hard not 

to put his tail between his legs and run. He had to follow through 

with this conversation, no matter how difficult. “I am simply 

pursuing a lead. Could you please tell me why you have never gone 

into a building to save anyone, even though you are usually the first 

person on scene?” 

Dane’s face was furious, and Moke was feeling quite 

intimidated. “Someone needs to manage the fire!” Dane protested. 

“Someone needs to make sure that everyone has something to do! 

That the bucket brigade gets set up, that the water wagons are 

pulled into the most helpful location!” Then he backed off a little 



and glanced around. “But if that is what this is about…” he 

hesitated, “please don’t tell anyone, Moke, but I am terrified of 

fires.” 

Moke raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t expecting this. 

“When I was six, the house my family was living in burned 

down.” Dane looked down at the ground, gritting his teeth. “My 

sister died. My dad was severely burned getting us out. And I swore 

I would do everything in my power to prevent this from ever 

happening to anyone else.” He swallowed. “I swear to you, Moke, 

it isn’t me setting these fires. It’s not. But I can’t go in. I can’t go 

into the buildings. I tried once, and I locked up, and a firefighter 

had to waste time dragging me out. I can’t do it. But I can help 

with other stuff.” 

Moke nodded, looking down at his shoes. He reached out 

and held Dane’s shoulder for a moment. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But 

I had to ask.” 

“Why me, though?” Dane asked, seemingly happy to be 

able to change the conversation. “Lots of people have access to the 

fertilizer.” 

“Because,” Moke said, “you’ve been at every fire.” 

Dane frowned. “There’s one other person you know, 

besides you and me, who’s been at every fire.” 

“Who?” Moke asked, but he knew before Dane had said 

anything. Cara.  

It couldn’t be her. She was a medic. She helped people. She 

had saved people! Plus, Moke liked her. She wouldn’t have done 

anything this terrible, would she? 



A terrible feeling of angry and sadness and guilt began to 

twine in his stomach painfully. It didn’t matter if Cara actually did it 

or not. He had to go talk to her. This was not the kind of 

conversation he had imagined having with her. Ever. He had 

imagined talking about the future, about their dreams, about all 

kinds of things he would never admit or probably ever say out 

loud. But now, here he was, about to accuse her of setting these 

fires. 

Thinking back, he could see the way she stared at the fires, 

as if she thought they were beautiful. As if she couldn’t look away, 

her cheeks flushed with heat, ash streaked across her forehead.  

It couldn’t be her. Could it? 
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oke looked all over town, knowing in his heart that 

he was procrastinating. He didn’t want to find her. 

He didn’t want to talk to her. But he had to. 

Finally, he dragged his feet into Glendon’s Greenhouse, a 

feeling of dread building up in him so powerful, that he thought he 

could put out an entire fire if he loosed the wave.  

“Cara here?” he asked Mishri, who was manning the front 

desk. 

“Out back,” she replied pleasantly. 

“Thanks,” Moke said, walking even more slowly towards 

the back of the greenhouse. He took his time walking through the 

Rose Room, enjoying the scent of the blooms, and trying 

desperately not to think about Cara. But it wasn’t working. Every 

sunset rose with its petals ablaze reminded him of her. 

Finally, he reached the back door of the greenhouse.  

Cara in the grass, arguing with her dad. 

“But dad!” she exclaimed. “I’m trying to do what you told 

me to!” 

“I’m sorry, Cara,” Glendon replied, shaking his head. “You 

don’t have to do it today, I’m letting you off the hook.” 
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“Look, dad,” she protested. “I’m tired, I’m stressed, I just 

watched a woman die, and all I want to do is work! Why won’t you 

let me?” 

“You can work!” her dad argued back. “Go water the 

plants or stack the pots or sweep the floors! But you can’t get into 

the fertilizer shed.” 

“Ugh!” Cara exclaimed, frustrated and furious. She crossed 

her arms and turned to storm back into the greenhouse. 

Moke stepped forward. “Hi, Cara,” he said, blocking her 

path. 

“Hey, Moke,” she said, trying to go around her. He stepped 

in front of her. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but could we chat for a minute?” 

“I’m really not in the mood right now,” she burst out, again 

trying to walk past him again. 

“Neither am I,” Moke replied, reaching out to grab her 

arm. Something in his voice must have alerted her, because she 

froze, and looked up at him. 

“What do you mean?” she asked, frowning. “You’re always 

in the mood to talk. A regular Mr. Chitter Chatter.” 

“Not today,” Moke said. “I saw a woman die today too. I 

handed you her baby.” 

“I don’t want to talk about that!” Cara said, swallowing and 

blinking back tears. She ripped her arm out of Moke’s grasp and 

stepped away from him.  

“What is this about?” Glendon asked, stepping in. “My 

daughter is clearly exhausted and not thinking straight, as you could 



probably tell from our argument. If you could save this 

conversation for—” 

“Cara,” Moke said, ignoring Glendon. “Did you know that 

fertilizer has been going missing from your dad’s shed?” 

“No!” she said harshly. She crossed her arms defensively, 

stepping back a little farther away from Moke towards her father.  

“Is that why he won’t let me repot plants? Because someone is 

stealing fertilizer?” 

“Moke,” Glendon repeated. “What is this all about?” 

“Did you know that fertilizer is flammable?” Moke pressed. 

He stepped towards her, but she took another step back.  

“Of course, I did,” Cara said sullenly. “Everybody does. I 

work for a greenhouse. I was born working for a greenhouse. I’m 

not stupid.” 

Moke could see Glendon’s eyes widen, as he realized what 

Moke was doing, but Moke kept his eyes locked on Cara. 

“Cara,” Moke finished, “have you been starting fires?” 

“No!” Cara exclaimed, and without warning, turned to flee, 

running smack into the waiting arms of her father. She tripped and 

collapsed onto the ground, but scrambled up, trying to get away. 

Her father grabbed her arms and held her tightly. 

“Did you light the fires?” Glendon asked, this time looking 

directly into his daughter’s face. 

“No! No! No!” Cara screamed, and began to cry, sobbing 

so hard that her whole body shook. “I… I… I didn’t know! I 

didn’t know someone would die!” 



Moke caught his breath. She had done it. She had set the 

fires.  

“I just wanted them to go away!” Cara screamed. Her father 

was crying now too, rocking his daughter back and forth. “They 

were stealing your business, ruining everything! Those teenagers 

spray painted all over the side of the building, and the stupid 

women said horrible things about us. And there were more and 

more of them, and they just kept coming and built Tentville, and 

started their own greenhouses so we were getting less money…” 

she hiccupped and kept going. “…and I thought if people were 

scared, they would just leave, leave and never come back! Or never 

come here in the first place! But I never thought anyone would die! 

I never thought…” 

Moke sank down into the grass and listened as she sobbed 

and sobbed. A short while later, Dane showed up with Meriym 

who took control of the situation. She had Dane escort Cara to 

their one cell, located in the town hall, and she took Glendon and 

Moke to her private office to have a discussion.  

“We are going to have to have a trial,” Meriym said. “A fair 

trial. She is more than old enough to pay the consequences for her 

actions.” Moke didn’t know exactly how old she was, but he 

thought she was somewhere around nineteen or twenty. 

“I understand,” Glendon replied, his eyes weary and his 

shoulders stooped. Moke thought he looked like he had aged 

twenty years in the last hour. 



“But Cara’s feelings,” Meriym continued, “also have to be 

addressed. They are hardly unique. And I know for a fact that she is 

not the first person to act on them.” 

Glendon nodded. 

“We need to make a change—many changes,” Meriym said. 

“I am going to select a temporary sheriff, for starters, and then the 

town will have an election to elect their own sheriff and a judge. 

We need to find ways to encourage people to leave, of their own 

volition, and populate other cities on this planet.” 

Moke thought it all seemed sound. “All of that will help,” 

he said, “but the real problem is that we can’t control who comes 

here.”  

“What do you mean?” Meriym said. 

“Well, right now,” Moke said, “people just show up. And 

they build houses on top of other people’s stuff, and make a space 

for themselves to live. And it’s hard for them, and it’s hard for us. 

But we have so much space on this planet, unexplored regions. 

There is room for everybody—we just need a way to help them, 

and in doing so, it would help us.” 

“Seems like Pomegranate City folk should be able to help,” 

Glendon said shrugging. “It’s them that made the Doors after all, 

isn’t it?” 

“Yeah maybe we could build some kind of welcome 

center,” Moke said. “Or maybe we could find a way for people to 

go to Pomegranate City first, and then come here. Or just… just… 

fire suits! Or high-pressured hoses would help.” Moke could feel 

his brain whirring with ideas. They just needed a little help, 



something to stop up the flow of traffic from other worlds. They 

could take it from there.  

“Anything help, really,” Glendon agreed. 

“I agree.” A smile grew on Meriym’s face. “Moke, I’d like 

you to do something for me.” 

***** 
Here he stood again, facing the two hazy Doors that sat 

side by side on the bridge spanning the Red River. This time, he 

was going to do that thing he had always thought about doing: find 

someone in Pomegranate City who would listen to him, and tell 

them that Path needed help. 

Meriym had given him information about the room that he 

would arrive at when he stepped through the Door, told him to 

find Quin Black, and more importantly, told him exactly what to 

say. It was time.  

He stepped forward and around him the world dripped 

away to black. 

  



 

Thank You! 
 

 

hank you for reading this Sagittan Chronicles short story! 

Want to know what happens with the Doors? Do they 

get fixed or not? Try reading The Polylocus Problem. If you 

enjoy the story, you might also enjoy the other books in the series:  

▪ All In (a prequel) 

▪ The Wounded World 

▪ The Clock Winked 

▪ The Lonely Whelk 

▪ The Polylocus Problem (a novella) 

 

All are available for purchase on Amazon or you can get 

signed copies on my website.  

You can also stay up-to-date on the Sagittan Chronicles by 

clicking here to sign up for my newsletter. Or follow me on 

Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram.  
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