The Lighter

E.M. Peck

Thomas James Worth was in love. He'd been that way
since he was five years old, and his father had taken him
camping with the neighbor gitl, Jenna Palinski.

He remembered it like it was yesterday. His father
brought them both over to the fire pit and told them they were
going to roast marshmallows. He showed them how to layer
paper and dry sticks to create a fire-starter, how to stack the
wood to encourage everything to burn. Then, he lit a match
and touched it to the fuel.

Before long, the flames reached over Tom's head. They
danced and sang, hypnotizing him with their gentle glow. He’d
never seen anything like it, the way they leapt from twig to twig,
wrapping the bark in their warm embrace.

He wondered as the flames curled around his
marshmallow, the white flesh yellowing to a soft, golden
brown. But he didn't stop there; he lowered the treat deeper
into the blaze. It bubbled and cracked until a black shell
covered the surface. And still, he held it—held it as the
exoskeleton faded to ash and fell away.

"Woah, not like that, Tommy. Like this," his father
said, coming over with a new marshmallow perched on the end
of a long stick. He roasted it to a perfect shade of brown,
plucked it, and handed it to his son. Tom didn't like that his
father called him Tommy, or always told him what to do, but
he sat and ate his marshmallow anyway. He stared into the fire
as his heart burned with passion. He glanced over at innocent
little Jenna and smiled. He had found his one true love, and for
him, there would never be another.



When Tom was ten, he wanted to know what else the
fire could do. He set to work building it the way his father had
taught him—Iog cabin style with a teepee in the middle. He
filled the inside with dry twigs and paper so it would burn fast
and get the kindling going. Soon he had a nice little blaze, and
he felt pretty proud of himself. Tom let the flames reach their
full height, then he went back inside and found Mittens.
Mittens was a cute cat, but she had bitten him once, and Tom
hadn’t liked that very much. He wondered what would happen
to that fluffy ball of fur when he threw her on the fire and
watched her burn. He figured it would be different from the
marshmallow, but he didn’t know exactly what to expect,
which made things exciting.

He carried Mittens outside. The cat wriggled and
squirmed, but Tom held on tight. He threw Mittens into the
center of the burning logs. She hissed and shrieked as she hit
the flames, her fur igniting like one of those dry twigs. Tom
gigeled as he watched Mittens run around the yard, her bushy
tail burning like a big old torch. Just then, his mom came
rushing out of the house,

"Tom, no! What did you do?" she screamed, then ran
back in and grabbed the fire extinguisher to put Mitten's tail
out. Tom laughed even harder when he saw the cat with her
new skinny tail and all the singed fur.

"Thomas James Worth, you wait till your father gets
home, he's gonna whoop your behind so hard you won't sit
right for a week!" his mom yelled, and it was true. When his
father walked in, he grabbed Tom by the shirt, leaned him over
one of the dining room chairs, and pulled down Tom’s pants.
Then he took his belt and beat his son until his butt cheeks
went numb.

Tom didn't like that his father beat him, and he also
didn’t like the way his mom had tattled. They always said you
shouldn’t tattle, and you weren’t supposed to hit, but they
never listened to their own stupid rules. Still, he’d learned his
lesson. You could burn things, like marshmallows and logs and
newspapers and twigs, but not animals like Mittens, the big ball



of biting fur. That seemed simple enough, and he figured he
could stay out of trouble, no problem.

Tom bought his first lighter when he was thirteen, a
red BIC he purchased at the gas station on Mandel Street for a
dollar. Tom held the lighter in his hands, rubbing his fingertips
along the smooth, hard plastic. He flicked the wheel a few
times and a flame appeared, wavering in the air. When he
released the button, the light died away.

He spent the next few hours enjoying that simple rush
over and over. After some time, he felt a bulge pressing up
against his denim jeans. He looked down and marveled at his
erection. Odd—that usually only happened when he looked at
naked gitls in those magazines or when he remembered that
one time he saw his mom in the shower.

Tom snuck off to his bedroom and locked the door.
He laid down in his bed and freed his rock-hard dick. He
thought of the switling colors, the smoldering reds and burning
oranges. The brilliant, blazing yellow. He thought of the
flickering light and playful movement. He wrapped a firm hand
around his cock and jerked. He imagined the fire, warm upon
his neck, tickling his skin. His breathing quickened. He
remembered the way the flames curled and danced, its licking
tongues, its teasing spirit, its explosive passion.

When he'd finished, Tom rolled over onto his side and
grabbed the BIC off his nightstand. "I love you," he whispered,
and it was true. His one and only love, as it had always been.
He snuggled the lighter close and drifted off to sleep.

A few days later, Tom was sitting on the couch when
he heard a sharp squeak. His eyes shot to his left, and he saw
Mittens leap from his grandma’s rocking chair. He didn’t like
that chair, the way it creaked and screeched, it made him set
his jaw and grind his teeth. He dragged it out to the middle of
the room and set to work. He built the log cabin and the teepee
and shoved in the sticks and paper. He pulled out the BIC and
flicked on the flame.



The fire ran up the runners and crawled up the arms
until it reached the top of grandma’s favorite chair. This time,
it didn’t screech or squeak or creak—not a sound except a a
crackle. Tom giggled with glee as the chair kept popping.
Hearing the laughter, his mom came running.

“Tom, no! What did you dor” she screamed and
smacked him across the face. Then she grabbed the
extinguisher and put out the blaze. The chair was gone, and in
its place, a pile of half-burnt spindles and a carpet covered in
soot. His mom stood, huffing and puffing. "Thomas James
Worth, you wait until your father gets home, he's going to ship
you off to military school!" she said, and it was true. When
Tom's father walked in, he grabbed Tom by the shirt and threw
him into the dining room chair. Then he got on the phone with
Lagranda Academy and enrolled Tom for the very next
semester.

He didn't understand. What did it matter if he burnt
the thing to ashes? A chair was just chair, not a cat, like Mittens.
Why had he gotten in trouble? None of it made a lick of sense,
and the rage burned inside him, smoldering away. Slowly, a
cold thought seeped in, smothering what was left of his
innocent heart. Maybe there were no guidelines or rules. Maybe
his mother was just a heartless bitch, and his father a mean old
drunk who liked to hit kids, and that’s all there was to it.
Mother and Father hurt him, no different than Mittens. Well,
soon they would both learn what the flames could do.

Tom went to military school until he graduated at the
age of eighteen. He went in a boy and came out a man. The
school taught him how to be strong and disciplined, smart and
careful... patient and cunning. It had given him time to
practice, on lizards and squirrels and other small creatures—
like that one young boy he'd burned in the Ridgeback Swamp.
The one whose charred body he'd thrown in the water and
watched as the gators snapped him up.

One summer day, he was walking along, thinking of his
one true love, when his boot bumped against something in the



dirt. He looked down, and to his delight, he saw a half-buried
lighter glinting in the sun. He dislodged it from the soil and his
heart skipped a beat—an old flip-top with beautiful engravings
etched in the metal. The carvings looked like flames, swirling
and crawling their way to the lid. He opened the top and flicked
the wheel. The flame jumped to life on the very first try. Tom
could barely contain his excitement. He abandoned his walk,
skipping his way home in a flurry of passion.

That night, as he slept, the lighter tucked in his pants,
Thomas James Worth had a dream—a beautiful, terrible,
twisted dream.

He was seated in the grass, clutching the lighter and
smiling with glee, when he heard a voice, soft and kind, call
from above.

"Tom, look at Us," came the voice. He looked up and
saw an angel, bathed in a glow, blazing like the sun. Its lips
were pure bronze, its hands made of embers, its hair a swirl of
red, orange, and gold. The fire angel floated nearer, its
burnished lips nearly touching his.

"Who are you?" Tom asked.

"You know who We are, Tom. We are The Empty, the
spirit in the flame, the force in the fire, your one true love."

Tom's legs trembled.

"Wh—what do you want from me?"

"We want you to free Us from these chains that keep
Us stifled and hushed. Let Us out, to burst forth and consume.
Free Us! Free Us! And We will devour all that stands in your
way."

"How can I free You?"

"You already know, Tom," and the flames retreated,
revealing his house. And in that moment, Tom knew just what
he needed to do.

Tom’s eyes snapped open, and he crept down the
stairs. He cracked open the door and slipped into the garage.
He gathered the split wood and the paper and the lighter fluid,



then made his way outside to gather the dry twigs. When all
was ready, he slithered back inside, careful not to make a single
sound. He layered the wood, just as he'd been taught - the log
cabin, the teepee, the branches poking out.

The next day, the police arrived to find the house burnt
to the ground. An awful site, a terrible shame, but what could
be done? When they sifted through the ashes, they discovered
the bodies of Lyle and Tina Worth, embracing each other and
burnt to a crisp. They kept searching and searching and then
they found Tom, his corpse black and flaking like a five-year-
old’s marshmallow. He looked to be staring up to the heavens,
his fingers still clutching the flip-top lighter, the metal pressed
tight to his flame-kissed lips.



