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Dedication

For Ethan John King, who burns bright. Your dad
loves you.



Inspiration:

J. K. Rowling, whose stories showed me how to write this
one,

P. L. Travers, who had the medicine | needed,

Julie Andrews, who had a spoonful of sugar to help me
swallow it,

Ray Bradbury, from whom | stole my title,
my father, from whom I stole all the rest,

and my mother, who introduced me to most of the mycology
(and mythology) | relied on to write this story.

Although Draco incendia trychophyton is an invention, my
ma would tell you that almost every feature of my fictional
spore can actually be found in nature.



Epigraph

Outside the street’s on fire
in a real death waltz . ..

—“Jungleland,” Bruce Springsteen

Though | spends me time in the ashes and smoke
In this 'ole wide world there’s no 'appier bloke.

—“Chim Chim Cher-ee,” Robert and Richard Sherman

It was a pleasure to burn.
—Fahrenheit 451, Ray Bradbury
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Prologue

Lit

Harper Grayson had seen lots of people burn on TV,
everyone had, but the first person she saw burn for real was
in the playground behind the school.

Schools were closed in Boston and some other parts of
Massachusetts, but here in New Hampshire they were still
open. There had been cases in New Hampshire, but only a
few. Harper had heard that half a dozen patients were being
held in a secure wing of Concord Hospital, looked after by a
medical team outfitted in full-body protective gear, every
nurse armed with a fire extinguisher.

Harper was holding a cold compress to the cheek of a
first grader named Raymond Bly, who had caught a
badminton racquet in the face. There was always one or two
each spring when Coach Keillor broke out the badminton
racquets. Without fail, he told the kids to walk it off, even
when they were holding a handful of their own teeth. One of
these days she wanted to be there to see him take a
badminton racquet in the nuts, just so she could have the
pleasure of telling him to walk it off.

Raymond had not been crying when he came in, but
when he saw himself in the mirror he lost his composure
briefly, his chin dimpling, the muscles in his face trembling
with emotion. The eye was black and purple and almost
sealed shut, and she knew the sight of his reflection was
more frightening than the pain.

To distract him, she reached for the emergency candy
stash. The emergency candy stash was a battered Mary
Poppins lunch box, rusting at the hinges, containing a few



dozen individually wrapped candy bars. There were also a
large radish and a potato in there, items she reserved for
managing the most serious cases of misery.

She peered inside, while Raymond held the compress to
his cheek.

“Hmm,” Harper said. “l think I've got one more Twix bar
in the candy box and | could really use one.”

“Do I get candy?” Raymond asked in a congested voice.

“You get something better than candy. | have a big tasty
radish, and if you can be very good, I'm going to let you
have it, and I'll have the Twix bar.” She showed him the
inside of the lunch box so he could inspect the radish.

“Ugh. | don’t want a radish.”

“What about a big, sweet, tasty potato? This is Yukon
Gold right here.”

“Ugh. Let’'s arm wrestle for the Twix. | can beat my dad
arm wrestling.”

Harper whistled three bars of “My Favorite Things,”
pretending to think it over. She was prone to whistling bits
from 1960s movie musicals and had secret fantasies of
being joined in song by helpful blue jays and cheeky robins.
“l don’t know if you want to arm wrestle with me, Raymond
Bly. I'm very fit.”

She pretended she needed to look out the window to
think it over—which was when she saw the man crossing the
playground.

From where she stood, she had a direct view of the
blacktop, a few hundred feet of tarmac marked up with the
occasional hopscotch grid. Beyond that was an acre of
mulch, with an elaborate play set planted in it: swings,
slides, a climbing wall, and a row of steel pipes the kids
could bang on to make musical gongs (privately Harper
referred to these last as the Xylophone of the Damned).

It was first period and no kids were out now, the only
time of the day there wasn’t a flock of screaming, rioting,
laughing, colliding children rushing about in sight of the
health office. There was just the man, a guy in a baggy



green army jacket and loose brown work pants, face in the
shadow of a grimy baseball cap. He crossed the asphalt at a
slant, coming around the back of the building. His head was
down and he staggered, couldn’t seem to hold to a straight
line. Harper’s initial thought was that he was drunk. Then
she saw the smoke coming out of his sleeves. A fine, white
smoke poured out of the jacket, around his hands, and up
from under his collar into his long brown hair.

He lurched off the edge of the pavement and onto the
mulch. He took three more steps and put his right hand on
the wooden rung of a ladder leading up into the jungle gym.
Even from this distance, Harper could see something on the
back of his hand, a dark stripe, like a tattoo, but flecked with
gold. The specks flashed, like motes of dust in a blinding ray
of sunlight.

She had seen reports about it on the news, but still, in
those first moments, she could hardly make sense of what
she was looking at. Little candies began to fall out of the
Mary Poppins lunch box, rattling on the floor. She didn’t hear
them, wasn’t aware she was now holding the box at a
crooked angle, dumping out miniature candy bars and
Hershey’s Kisses. Raymond watched the potato drop with a
fleshy thud and roll out of sight under a counter.

The man who walked like a drunk began to sag. Then he
arched his spine convulsively, throwing his head back, and
flames licked up the front of his shirt. She had one brief
glance at his gaunt, agonized face and then his head was a
torch. He beat his left hand at his chest, but his right hand
still held the wooden ladder. His right hand was burning,
charring the pine. His head tipped farther and farther back
and he opened his mouth to scream and black smoke
gushed out instead.

Raymond saw the expression on Harper's face and
started to turn his head to look over his shoulder and out
the window. Harper let go of the candy box and reached for
him. She clamped one hand to the cold compress and put



her other hand behind Raymond’s head, forcibly turning his
face from the window.

“Don’t, dear,” she said, surprised at the calm she heard
in her own voice.

“What was that?” he asked.

She let go of the back of his head and found the cord for
the blinds. Outside, the burning man sank to his knees. He
bowed his head, like one praying to Mecca. He was engulfed
in flames, a mound of rags pouring oily smoke into the
bright, cold April afternoon.

The shade fell with a metallic crash, shutting out the
whole scene—all except a feverish flicker of golden light,
glimmering madly around the edges of the blinds.



BOOK ONE
CARRYING



APRIL
1

She did not leave the school until an hour after the last child
had gone home, but even so she was departing early. Most
school days she was required to stay until five, for the fifty
or so children who hung around for extended hours while
their parents worked. Today, everyone was gone by three.

After she shut off the lights in the nurse’s office, she
stood at the window and looked out into the playground.
There was a black spot by the jungle gym where the fire
department had hosed away the charred bits that couldn’t
be scraped up. She had a premonition she would never
return to her office and look out this window again, and she
was right. School was suspended statewide that evening,
with assurances they would reopen when the crisis passed.
As it happened, it never passed.

Harper imagined she would have the house to herself,
but when she got home, Jakob was already there. He had
the TV on, turned low, and was on the phone with someone.
From his tone—calm, steady, almost lazy—a person would
never guess Jakob was in a state of excitement. You had to
see him pacing to know he was keyed up.

“No, | didn't see it myself. Johnny Deepenau was down
there in one of the town trucks, pushing the debris out of
the road, and he sent us pictures from his cell phone. It
looked like a bomb went off inside. It looked like terrorism,
like . . . hang on. Harp just walked in.” Her husband lowered
the phone, pressed it to his chest, and said, “You came
home the back way, didn’t you? | know you didn’t come
through downtown. They’ve got the roads all sewed up from



North Church to the library. The whole town is crawling with
cops and National Guard. A bus exploded into flames and
crashed into a telephone pole. It was full of Chinese people
infected with that shit, the Dragonscale shit.” He let out a
long, unsteady breath and shook his head—as if it shocked
him, the nerve of some people, igniting in the middle of
Portsmouth on such a nice day—and turned from her, put
the phone back to his ear. “She’s fine. Didn’t know a thing
about it. She’s home and we’re going to have a good old
shouting match if she thinks I’'m letting her go back to work
anytime soon.”

Harper sat on the edge of the couch and looked at the TV.
It was tuned to the local news. They were showing footage
from last night's Celtic game, just like nothing was
happening. Isaiah Thomas rose up on his toes, fell
backward, and let go of the basketball, hit a shot from
nearly half court. They didn’t know it then, but by the end of
the following week, the basketball season would be over.
Come summer, most of the Celtics would be dead, by
incineration or suicide.

Jakob paced in his rope sandals.

“What? No. No one got off,” he said into the phone. “And
it may sound harsh, but there’s a part of me that’s glad. No
one to pass it on.” He listened for a bit and then,
unexpectedly, laughed and said, “Who ordered the flaming
pupu platter, right?”

His pacing had taken him all the way across the room to
the bookshelf, where there was nothing to do but circle
around and come back. As he turned, his gaze drifted to
Harper again and this time he saw something that stiffened
his back.

“Hey, babygirl, are you all right?” he asked her.

She stared at him. She couldn’t think how to reply. It was
a curiously difficult question, one that required a certain
amount of introspection.

“Hey, Danny? | have to go. | want to sit with Harper for a
minute. You did the right thing, going to pick up your kids.”



He paused, then added, “Yes, all right. I'll send you and
Claudia the pictures, but you didn’t get them from me. Love
to you both.”

He ended the call, lowered the phone, and looked at her.
“What's wrong? Why are you home?”

“There was a man behind the school,” Harper said, and
then a wedge of something—an emotion like a physical
mass—stuck in her throat.

He sat down with her and put a hand on her back.

“Okay,” he said. “It’s okay.”

The pressure on her windpipe relaxed and she found her
voice, was able to start again. “He was in the playground,
staggering around like a drunk. Then he fell down and
caught fire. He burned up like he was made of straw. Half
the kids in school saw it. You can see into the playground
from almost every classroom. I've been treating kids in
shock all afternoon.”

“You should’ve told me. You should’'ve made me get off
the phone.”

She turned to him and rested her head on his chest while
he held her.

“At one point | had forty kids in the gym, and a few
teachers, and the principal, and some were crying, and
some were shivering, and some were throwing up, and | felt
like doing all three at the same time.”

“But you didn't.”

“No. | passed out juice boxes. Cutting-edge medical
treatment, right there.”

“You did what you could,” he said. “You got who knows
how many kids through the most awful thing they’ll ever see
in their lives. You know that, don’t you? They’'re going to
remember the way you looked after them the rest of their
lives. And you did it and now it’s behind you and you're here
with me.”

For a while she was quiet and motionless inside the circle
of his arms, inhaling his particular odor of sandalwood
cologne and coffee.



“When did it happen?” He let go of her, regarded her
steadily with his almond-colored eyes.

“First period.”

“It’s going on three. Did you eat lunch?”

“Uhn-uh.”

“Light-headed?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Let’s get some food into you. | don’t know what'’s in the
fridge. | can order us something, maybe.”

Who ordered the flaming pupu platter? Harper thought,
and the room tilted like the deck of a ship. She steadied
herself on the back of the couch.

“Maybe just some water,” she said.

“How about wine?”

“Even better.”

He got up and crossed to the little six-bottle wine cooler
on the shelf. As he looked at one bottle, then another—what
kind of wine did you pair with a fatal contagion?—he said, “I
thought this stuff was only in countries where the pollution
is so thick you can’t breathe the air and the rivers are open
sewers. China. Russia. The Former Communist Republic of
Turdistan.”

“Rachel Maddow said there’s almost a hundred cases in
Detroit. She was talking about it last night.”

“That’s what | mean. | thought it was only in filthy places
no one wants to go, like Chernobyl and Detroit.” A cork
popped. “I don't understand why someone carrying it would
get on a bus. Or a plane.”

“Maybe they were afraid of being quarantined. The idea
of being kept from your loved ones is scarier than the
sickness for a lot of people. No one wants to die alone.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Why die alone when you can have
company? Nothing says ‘I love you’ like passing along a
horrible fucking fatal infection to your nearest and dearest.”
He brought her a glass of golden wine, like a cup of distilled
sunshine. “If | had it I'd rather die than give it to you. Than
put you at risk. | think it would actually be easier to end my



own life, knowing | was doing it to keep other people safe. |
can’t imagine anything more irresponsible than going
around with something like that.” He gave her the glass,
stroking one of her fingers as he passed it to her. He had a
kind touch, a knowing touch; it was the best thing about
him, his intuitive feel for just when to push a strand of her
hair behind her ear, or smooth the fine down on the nape of
her neck. “How easy is it to catch this stuff? It's transmitted
like athlete’s foot, isn’t it? As long as you wash your hands
and don’t walk around the gym in bare feet, you're fine?
Hey. Hey. You didn’t go close to the dead guy, did you?”

“No.” Harper did not bother to stick her nose in the glass
and inhale the French bouquet as Jakob had taught her,
when she was twenty-three and freshly laid and more drunk
on him than she would ever be on wine. She polished off her
sauvignon blanc in two swallows.

He sank down next to her with a sigh and shut his eyes.
“Good. That’s good. You have a horrible need to look after
people, Harper, which is fine in ordinary circumstances, but
in some situations a girl has to look after—"

But she wasn’t listening. She had frozen, leaning forward
to set her wineglass on the coffee table. On the TV, the
program had cut away from hockey highlights to an old man
in a gray suit, a newscaster with shy blue eyes behind his
bifocals. The banner across the bottom of the screen said
BREAKING NEWS SPACE NEEDLE ON FIRE.

“—going to Seattle,” the anchor said. “Be warned, the
footage is very graphic and upsetting. If there are children in
the room they should not look.”

Before he was done talking NECN cut to helicopter
footage of the Needle, reaching up to jab at a bright, cold,
blue sky. Black smoke filled the interior and boiled from the
windows, so much that it obscured many of the other
helicopters circling the scene.

“Oh my God,” Jakob said.

A man in a white shirt and black pants leapt from one of
the open windows. His hair was on fire. His arms pinwheeled



as he dropped out of frame. He was followed seconds later
by a woman in a dark skirt. When she jumped, she clasped
her hands to her thighs, as if to keep her skirt from flapping
up and showing her underwear.

Jakob took Harper's hand. She threaded her fingers
through his and squeezed.

“What the fuck is happening, Harper?” he asked. “What
the fuck /s this?”



MAY-JUNE
2

FOX said the Dragon had been set loose by ISIS, using
spores that had been invented by the Russians in the 1980s.
MSNBC said sources indicated the ’'scale might've been
created by engineers at Halliburton and stolen by culty
Christian types fixated on the Book of Revelation. CNN
reported both sides.

All throughout May and June, there were roundtable
discussions on every channel, in between live reports from
places that were in flames.

Then Glenn Beck burned to death on his Internet
program, right in front of his chalkboard, burned so hot his
glasses fused to his face, and after that most of the news
was less about who did it and more about how not to catch
it.



JuLy
3

There was a fireman causing trouble.

“Sir,” said Nurse Lean. “Sir, you can’t cut the line. You'll
have your free examination when it’s your turn.”

The Fireman glanced over his shoulder at the line that
stretched down the hall and around the corner. Then he
looked back. His face was filthy and he wore the same
yellow rubber jacket all the firemen wore and he had a child
in his arms, a boy, hugging him around the neck.

“I'm not checking in. I'm dropping off,” he said, and his
accent made people look. You didn’'t expect a New
Hampshire fireman to sound like he was from London. “And
it's not about what they’re here for. This isn’t about the
mold. My boy needs to see a doctor. He needs him now, not
in two hours. This is an emergency. | don’t see why | can’t
make anyone here in this so-called emergency room
understand that.”

Harper was passing along the line, handing out lollipops
and paper cups of apple juice to the little kids. She also had
a radish in one pocket and a potato in the other, for the
most seriously unhappy children.

The sound of an English accent distracted her and lifted
her spirits. She associated English accents with singing
teapots, schools for witchcraft, and the science of
deduction. This wasn’t, she knew, terribly sophisticated of
her, but she had no real guilt about it. She felt the English
were themselves to blame for her feelings. They had spent a
century relentlessly marketing their detectives and wizards
and nannies, and they had to live with the results.



Her spirits needed lifting. She had spent the morning
stowing charred corpses in body bags, their blackened,
shriveled tissues still warm to the touch, still fuming.
Because the hospital was running out of bags, she had to
pack a pair of dead children into a sack together, which
wasn’t so hard. They had burned to death with their arms
around one another, had fused into a single creature, a
tangled cat’'s cradle of charred bones. It looked like death
metal sculpture.

She hadn’t been home since the last week in June and
spent eighteen hours out of twenty-four in a full-body rubber
suit that had been designed to repel Ebola. The gloves were
so tight she had to lube her hands up with petroleum jelly to
get them on. She stank like a prophylactic. Every time she
inhaled her own fragrance of rubber and K-Y she thought of
awkward college encounters in the dorms.

Harper made her way toward the head of the line,
approaching the Fireman from behind. It was her job to keep
the people who were waiting content, not Nurse Lean’s, and
Harper didn’t want to wind up on Nurse Lean’s bad side.
Harper had only been working under her, at Portsmouth
Hospital, for three weeks, and was a little afraid of her. All
the volunteer nurses were.

“Sir,” Nurse Lean said now, in a voice thin with
impatience. “Everyone in this line is having an emergency.
It's emergencies all the way back to the lobby. We take 'em
in the order they come.”

The Fireman peered over his shoulder at the line. A
hundred and thirty-one of them (Harper had counted),
weary and stained with Dragonscale and staring back at him
with hollow-eyed resentment.

“Their emergencies can wait. This boy’s cannot.” He
snapped back around to face Nurse Lean. “Let me try this
another way.”

His right arm hung at his side. He held a tool close
against it, between his arm and body, a rusty iron bar, with
hooks and prongs and hatchet blades bristling from either



end. He opened his hand and let the bar slide down into full
view, so that one end was almost touching the dirty
linoleum. He waggled it but did not raise it.

“Either you let me through that door or | take this
halligan and begin smashing things. | will start with a
window and work my way up to a computer. Get a doctor, or
let me by, but do not imagine | am going to wait in line while
this nine-year-old boy dies in my arms.”

Albert Holmes made his lazy way down the hall, coming
from the double doors that led into the pre-quarantine exam
rooms. He wore an Ebola suit, too. The only thing that
marked Al out as different from the medical staff was that
instead of a rubber hood, he had on a black riot helmet, the
glass faceplate pulled down. He also wore his belt on the
outside of his suit, his security badge and his walkie-talkie
on one hip, his Teflon nightstick on the other.

Harper and Al closed in at the same time, from opposite
directions.

“Let’s settle down here,” Al said. “Listen, bud, we can’'t
have you in here with that—what’d you call it? The hooligan
thing. Fire personnel have to leave their equipment
outside.”

“Sir? If you’ll come with me, I'd be g/ad to talk to you
about your son’s complaint,” Harper said.

“He’'s not my son,” said the Fireman, “and I'm not his
hysterical father. What | am is a man with a dangerously ill
child and a heavy iron bar. If someone doesn’t take the one,
they’re going to get the other. You want to talk to me? Talk
where? Through those doors where the doctors are, or at the
end of the line?”

She held his gaze, willing him to be good, promising him
with her eyes that she would be good to him in return, she
would listen and deal with him and his boy with warmth,
humor, and patience. Telling him that she was trying to
protect him, because if he didn’t chill out he was going to
wind up facedown on the floor with pepper spray in his eyes
and a boot on his neck. Harper had been on staff for less



than a month, but that was long enough to become
accustomed to the sight of security drubbing unruly patients
into better behavior.

“Come with me. I'll get him a lemon ice and you can tell
me about whatever’s wrong with him—"

“—at the end of the line. What | thought.” He turned
away from her and took a step toward the double doors.

Nurse Lean was still in his way. If anything, she looked
more imposing than Albert Holmes. She was bigger, an
immensity of breasts and gqut, as formidable as any
defensive tackle.

“SIR,” she said. “If you take one more step, we’ll be
treating you this afternoon for a variety of bruises and
contusions.” She swept her pale-eyed stare of death down
the line. Her next statement was addressed to all of them.
“We will have order in this queue. We will have it the easy
way or we will have it the hard way, but we will have It.
Does everyone understand me?”

There were low, embarrassed murmurs of assent up and
down the line.

“I'm sorry.” Sweat crawled at the Fireman’s temples. “You
don’t understand. This boy—"

“What's wrong with him? Besides the same thing that is
wrong with everyone else?” Nurse Lean said.

The boy was more or less the most beautiful child Harper
had ever seen. His dark, curly hair was a delightful tangle
above eyes the lucid pale green of an empty Coke bottle. He
had on shorts and everyone could see the marks on the
back of his calves: black, curving stripes, tattoolike, delicate
and almost ornate.

Without any trace of concern in her voice, Nurse Lean
added, “If you aren’t infected, you shouldn’t be holding him.
Are you infected?”

“I'm not here about me,” said the Fireman. It only came
to Harper much later that this was a neat way of not
answering. “He’s not touching me.”



It was true. The boy in his arms had his head turned and
his cheek plumped against the Fireman’s turnout jacket.
Still: if the Fireman wasn’t sick, he was either idiotically
fearless or just idiotic.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“His stomach,” the Fireman said. “There’'s something
wrong with his stomach. He can barely stand—"

“It's very hot in here,” Nurse Lean said. “I'm sure he’s
not the only child with a stomachache. Go to the end of the
line and—"

“No. No. Please. This child recently lost his mother. She
was in a building collapse a few days ago.”

Nurse Lean’s shoulders slumped and for a moment a kind
of glum sympathy was visible on her features. For the first
and only time she seemed to look not at the Fireman but at
the boy curled in his arms.

“Ah. That’'s rotten. Listen, sweetheart, that’s just rotten.”
If the boy was listening, though, he gave no sign. Nurse
Lean lifted her gaze to the Fireman and was abruptly glaring
again. “Something like that, who wouldn't have a
stomachache?”

“Hang on, now. Let me finish. A building fell and killed her
and he was there, he was right there—"

“There are trained counselors who can talk to this boy
about what happened to him and maybe even get him
something fizzy and sweet for his dyspepsia.”

“Dyspepsia? Are you listening to me? He doesn’t need a
Coke and a smile, he needs a doctor.”

“And he’ll get one, when it’s his turn.”

“l picked him up an hour ago and he screamed. Does that
sound like dyspepsia to you, you incurious twat?”

“Hey,” said Albert Holmes. “No one needs that mouth—"

Nurse Lean’s face darkened to a scalding shade of red.
She spread her arms out to either side, like a small child
playing airplane.

“YOU AND THAT BOY WILL GO TO THE BACK OF THE LINE,
OR YOU WILL BE ADMITTED TO THE EMERGENCY ROOM



WITH THAT STEEL ROD OF YOURS JAMMED UP YOUR
NARROW LIMEY ASS! DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?”

If Nurse Lean had shouted this way at Harper, she
would’ve burst into tears. It was staggering—Ilike walking
into a gale. Children in line covered their ears, hid their
faces against their mothers’ legs.

The Englishman didn't so much as buckle. He glared.
Harper was only faintly conscious of the fact that the boy
didn’t flinch either. In fact, he was staring at Harper, his
eyes dreamy and damp, a little adrift. She assumed he was
just faint from the heat, but it turned out there was more to
it than that.

Harper tried again. “Sir? I'm sure | can help you. We can
discuss the boy’'s symptoms at the back of the line and if he
needs immediate attention, I'll bring a doctor right to him. If
his stomach is bothering him, we don’t want to upset him
with a lot of yelling. Let’s take this down the hall. Please. You
and me ... how 'bout it?”

All the anger went out of his face in an instant and he
looked at her with the flicker of a weary smile. The boy
might have lost his mother, but Harper saw then, for the
first time, that the Fireman was in grief himself. She could
see it in his eyes, a kind of exhausted glaze that she
associated with loss.

“Do you fancy the Dire Straits too? A kid like you? You
must've been chewing your blocks the last time they had a
hit.”

“I don’t follow,” she said.

“You and me . . . how ’'bout it? Dire Straits?” he said,
cocking his head and giving her an inquisitive look.

She didn’t know what to say, wasn’t sure what he was
talking about. He stared for a half instant longer, then gave
up. The Fireman squeezed the boy gently, then set him on
his feet with great care, as if he were handling a fragile vase
filled to the brim with water. “His name is Nick. Do you want
to walk Nick to the back of the line?” he asked Harper. “And
then | can carry on my conversation with this lot?”



“l think you should both come with me,” she said to the
Fireman, but she took the boy’s hand. Her rubber glove
squeaked softly.

She could see the child wasn’'t well. His face was waxy
beneath his freckles and he swayed on his feet. Also she
could feel a troubling heat in his soft, child-chubby fingers.
But then a lot of people with the spore ran fevers, and the
spore itself was often two to three degrees above body
temperature. No sooner, though, had the Fireman set him
down than the child bent at the waist with a pained
grimace.

The Fireman crouched before the child and leaned his
halligan against his shoulder. He did an odd thing then: he
closed his hands into fists, showed them to the boy, then
made an odd patting gesture, as if he were imitating a dog
pawing at the air. The boy made the grimacing face and a
funny teakettle sound, unlike anything Harper had ever
heard from a child in distress; it sounded more like a squeak
toy.

The Fireman craned his head to look back at Harper, but
before he had a chance to speak, Albert Holmes moved,
closed a hand around one end of the halligan.

“What the hell do you think you’'re doing?” the Fireman
said.

“Sir? Let go of the weapon.”

The Fireman tugged on it. Al tugged back, harder, pulling
him off balance, and then he had an arm around his throat.
The Fireman’s bootheels squealed on the tiles as he kicked
for purchase, tried to get his feet under him.

Harper observed their wrestling match the way she
might’'ve glimpsed the passing scenery on an accelerating
carousel. She was playing back what she had just seen—not
only the odd way the Fireman had swatted at the air, but the
way it looked as if the boy were straining to lift a weight
beyond the limits of his strength.

“You're deaf,” she said to the child, but of course she was
really only talking to herself. Because he was deaf.



She had, at some point in nursing school, had a single
day of instruction in American Sign Language, of which she
remembered nothing. Or at least, she didn't think she
remembered anything of what they had taught her. But then
she found herself pointing her fingers at her ribs and
twisting them, as if she were hand-screwing something into
her own sides. She patted low on her abdomen. Does it hurt
here?

Nick nodded uncertainly. But when she reached to feel
beneath the hands cupped over his abdomen, he stumbled
back a step, shaking his head frantically.

“It’s all right,” she said, enunciating slowly and with great
care, on the off chance he could read lips. She had picked
up, somewhere—maybe in that one-day class on ASL—that
the very best lip-readers could only understand about 70
percent of what they saw, and the majority of deaf fell far
short of that. “I'll be careful.”

She reached once more, to probe his midsection, and he
covered up again, backing away, a fresh sweat glowing on
his upper lip. He keened softly. And then she knew. Then she
was sure.

Al tightened his arm across the Fireman’s windpipe,
cutting off the air, choking him out. The same move had
killed Eric Garner in New York City only a few years before,
but it had never gone out of style. His other hand had pulled
the halligan down and in, trapping it against the Fireman’s
chest.

If Harper had been able to focus, she might've found the
Fireman’s reaction peculiar. He didn’t let go of the halligan,
but he wasn’t struggling to free himself from Albert’s choke
hold, either. Instead, he was biting the fingers of the black
glove on his left hand. He was pulling the glove off with his
teeth when Harper spoke, in a clear, ringing voice that
caused them both to go still.

“Nurse Lean? We need a gurney to get this child into a
CAT scan. We should prep for abdominal surgery. Maybe
there’'s someone in pediatrics who can handle it?”



Nurse Lean looked past the Fireman, her face stony, her
gaze distant and distracted. “What’s your name? You're one
of the new girls.”

“Yes, ma’am. | was brought in three weeks ago. When
they put out the call for volunteers. Harper. Harper
Grayson.”

“Nurse Grayson, this isn’t the time or place—"

“It is. It has to be. He has either a burst appendix or one
that is about to burst. Also, do we have a nurse who knows
sign language? This child can’t hear.”

The Fireman was staring at her. Al was staring, too,
gaping at her over the Fireman’s shoulder. By then Al had
relaxed his arm, letting the other man breathe. The Fireman
rubbed his throat with his left hand—he had quit trying to
pull his glove off—and beamed at her with a mix of
appreciation and relief.

Nurse Lean’s face had darkened again, but she seemed
flustered. “You can’t make that diagnosis without a CAT
scan.”

“l can’t make that diagnosis at all,” Harper said. “But I'm
just—I'm sure. | used to be a school nurse and | had a boy
with this last year. Look, do you see the way he’s covering
up?” She glanced at the Fireman, frowned, locked into
something else he had been trying to tell them. “Building
collapse—you said he was ‘right there.” Did you mean he
was /n the building, with his mother, when it fell?”

“Yes. That is exactly what | was trying to explain. She was
killed. He was struck by some debris. We pulled him out and
at the time he seemed physically, well, a little battered, but
nothing serious. And when he stopped eating and
responding to people, we put that down to the shock. Then,
this morning, he came up with sweats and couldn’t sit up
without pain.”

“If he took a blow to the abdomen it could’ve damaged
his appendix. When was his last bowel movement?”

“l can’t say | keep track of when the kids go poo. I reckon
| can ask, though, if this gentleman wanted to let me go.”



Harper shifted her gaze to Albert, who stood there
baffled, mouth hanging slightly open.

“Well,” she said, and for the first time her voice was
cross. “Let him go. Spit spot.” Spit spot was a favorite of
Mary Poppins, and Harper had, since childhood, liked to
substitute Julie Andrews-isms for profanity whenever
possible. It gave her a steely feeling of control and reminded
her of her best self at the same time.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Al mumbled, and not only removed his
arm from the area of the Fireman’s throat but carefully
helped to steady him before stepping back.

“Lucky for me you let go when you did,” the Fireman said
to him, no anger or dislike in his voice at all. “Another
minute and instead of dropping off a patient, | would’'ve
been one myself.” The Fireman crouched down next to the
boy, but paused to offer Harper another smile. “You're good.
| like you. Spit spot!” He said it as if the words really meant
well done!

He turned to face Nick, who was brushing tears away
with his thumb. The Fireman moved his hands in a series of
brisk gestures: closed fists, a pointed finger, a hand
squeezed shut and another hand flying open from it. Harper
thought of a man playing with a butterfly knife, or running
through scales on some fantastic but invisible musical
instrument.

Nick held out three fingers and pinched them together,
as if he were grabbing for a fly in the air. Harper knew that
one. Most people knew it. No. There was a little more after
that she couldn’t catch, his hands, arms, and face all in
motion.

“He says he can’t go to the bathroom. That he tried and
it hurts. He hasn't gone to the bathroom since the
accident.”

Nurse Lean blew a hard puff of air, as if to remind
everyone who was in charge. “Right. We’'ll have your son
looked at . . . spit spot. Albert, will you radio for a gurney?”



“l told you already—he’s not my son,” the Fireman said.
“l auditioned for the part, but the play was canceled.”

“You aren’t family, then,” Nurse Lean said.

“No.”

“That means | won’t be able to let you go with him while
he’'s examined. I'm—I'm very sorry,” Nurse Lean said,
sounding, for the first time all day, not just uncertain but
also exhausted. “Family only.”

“He’'ll be afraid. He can’'t understand you. He
understands me. He can talk to me.”

“We’ll find someone who can communicate with him,”
Nurse Lean said. “Besides. Once he goes through these
doors he’s in quarantine. The only people who go in there
have Dragonscale or work for me. | can’t make any
exceptions on that, sir. You told us about the mother. Does
he have any other family?”

“He has—" the Fireman began, paused, frowned, and
shook his head. “No. There isn’t anyone left. No one who
could come and be with him.”

“All right. Thanks—thank you for bringing him to our
attention. We’ll take care of him from here. We’'ll get him all
sorted out.”

“Give me a moment?” he asked her, and looked back at
Nick, who was blinking at fresh tears. The Fireman seemed
to salute him, then to milk an imaginary cow, and finished
by pointing at the boy’s chest. Nick’s response required no
translation. He leaned into the Fireman and let himself be
hugged: gently, gently.

“l wish you wouldn’t do that, sir,” Nurse Lean said. “You
don’t want to get what he has.”

The Fireman didn’t reply—and he didn’t let go until the
double doors batted open and a nurse pushed a gurney into
the hall.

“I'll be back to check on him.” The Fireman lifted the boy
in both arms and set him on the rolling cot.

Nurse Lean said, “You won't be able to see him anymore.
Not once he’s in quarantine.”



“Just to inquire about his welfare at the front desk,” the
Fireman said. He offered Albert and Nurse Lean a sardonic
but not ill-humored nod of appreciation and turned back to
Harper. “I am in your debt. | take that very seriously. The
next time you need someone to put out a fire, | hope I'm
lucky enough to get the call.”

Forty minutes later, the kid was under the gas, and Dr.
Knab, the pediatric surgeon, was cutting him open to
remove an inflamed appendix the size of an apricot. The boy
was in recovery for three days. On the fourth day he was
gone.

The nurses in recovery were sure he had not walked out
of his room. The window was wide open and a theory made
the rounds that he had jumped. But that was crazy—the
recovery room was on the third floor. He would’ve shattered
both legs in the fall.

“Maybe someone brought a ladder,” Albert Holmes said,
when the subject was being batted around over bowls of
American chop suey in the staff room.

“There’'s no ladder that can reach to the third floor,”
Nurse Lean said in a huffy, aggrieved voice.

“There is on a fire truck,” Al said around a mouthful of
French roll.
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In those stifling, overheated days of high summer, when a
manageable crisis was teetering on the edge of an
unmanageable disaster, the deaf child was not the only
patient to vanish from Portsmouth Hospital. There was one
other among the contaminated who escaped with her life, in
the last days before everything went—not metaphorically,
but literally—up in smoke.

All that month the wind blew from the north and a dismal
brown fog settled over the coast of New Hampshire, swept
down from the fires in Maine. Maine was burning from the
Canadian border to Skowhegan, a hundred miles of blue
spruce and fragrant pine. There was nowhere to go to
escape the stink of it, a sweet-harsh odor of burnt
evergreens.

The smell followed Harper into sleep, where every night
she dreamt of campfires on the beach, roasting hot dogs
with her brother, Connor. Sometimes it would turn out there
were heads charring on the ends of their sticks instead of
wieners. Occasionally, Harper woke shouting. Other times
she woke to the sound of someone else crying out. The
nurses slept in shifts, sharing a crash room in the basement,
and they were all having bad dreams.

In the hospital, the infected were divided into two groups:
“symptomatic normals” and “smolderers.” Smolderers
smoked on and off, always ready to ignite. Smoke curled
from their hair, from their nostrils, and their eyes streamed
with water. The stripes on their bodies got so hot they could
melt latex gloves. They left char marks on their hospital
johnnies, on their beds. They were dangerous, too.
Understandably, perhaps, the smolderers were always
wavering on the edge of hysteria. Although there was a



chicken-and-egg aspect to it: Did they panic because their
bodies were constantly smoking, or did they smoke because
their minds were constantly in a state of panic? Harper
wasn’t sure. She only knew you had to be careful around
them. They bit and they screamed. They made ingenious
plans to grab the sun out of the sky. They decided they were
actual dragons and tried to jump out the windows to fly.
They came to believe their doctors were holding back
limited quantities of a cure, and attempted to take them
hostage. They formed armies, congresses, religions; plotted
rebellions, fomented treasons, practiced heresies.

The rest of the patients were marked with ’'scale, but
were otherwise physically and emotionally normal, right
until the moment they incinerated themselves. They were
frightened and had no place to go and wanted to believe
someone might develop a cure before their time ran out. A
lot of them came to Portsmouth because even then there
were rumors that the other local hospitals were simply
trucking cases to the camp in Concord, a place that had
turned back a Red Cross inspection team a few weeks
before, and that had a tank parked by the gate.

The hospital filled every ward and the infected kept
coming. The first-floor cafeteria was converted to an
immense dormitory for the healthiest of the sick. That was
where Harper met Renée Gilmonton, who stood out among
all the others by virtue of being the only black person in a
room of two hundred other patients. Renée said it was
easier to spot a moose in New Hampshire than a black
person. She said she was used to being stared at as if her
head were on fire, people had been staring that way for
years.

The cots made a kind of labyrinth, spread out across the
entirety of the cafeteria, with Renée Gilmonton at the exact
center. She was there before Harper came to work at the
hospital at the end of June, had been there longer than
anyone else walking around with the ’scale. She was
fortyish, pleasantly rounded and bespectacled, gray



showing in her neat cornrows, and she had not come alone:
she had brought a potted mint with her, named Daniel, and
a photo of her cat, Mr. Truffaut. When she had no one to talk
to, she talked to them.

But Renée didn’t often lack for human company. In a
former life, she had been a professional do-gooder:
organized a weekly pancake breakfast for a local orphanage,
taught English to felons in the state prison, and managed an
independent bookstore that lost money by the bucketload
while hosting poetry slams. Old habits died hard. Not long
after she came to the hospital, she organized two daily
reading sessions for the littlest kids and a book group for the
older patients. She had a dozen lightly toasted copies of The
Bridge of San Luis Rey that had been widely passed around.

“Why The Bridge of San Luis Rey?” Harper asked.

“Partly because it's about why inexplicable tragedies
occur,” Renée said. “But also it's short. | feel like most folks
want a book they feel like they have time to finish. You don’t
want to start A Game of Thrones when you might catch fire
all of a sudden. There's something horribly unfair about
dying in the middle of a good story, before you have a
chance to see how it all comes out. Of course, | suppose
everyone always dies in the middle of a good story, in a
sense. Your own story. Or the story of your children. Or your
grandchildren. Death is a raw deal for narrative junkies.”

Around the cafeteria, Renée was known as Mrs. Asbestos,
because she didn’t have fevers, didn’t smoke, and when
someone went up in flames, Renée ran toward them to try
and put them out, when most people ran away. Running
toward the flames was, in fact, against doctors’ advice, and
she was often scolded for it. There was ample evidence that
the simple stress of seeing one person ignite was enough to
set off others. Chain reactions were a daily occurrence in
Portsmouth Hospital.

Harper tried her best not to get attached. It was the only
way to face the job at all, to keep working day after day. If
she let herself care too much for any of them it would



shatter her inside, the daily harvest of the dead. It would
smash all the best parts of herself, her silliness and her
sense of play and her belief that the kindnesses you showed
others added up to something.

The full-body Tyvek protection suit wasn’t the only armor
she put on to do her job. She also dressed herself in an air
of glassy, professional calm. Sometimes she pretended she
was in an immersive simulation, the faceplate of her mask a
virtual reality screen. It also helped not to learn anyone’s
name and to rotate from ward to ward, so she was always
seeing different faces.

And even so, at the end of her shift she needed a half
hour alone, in a stall in the women’s room, to sob herself
sick. She never lacked company. A lot of nurses had a post-
shift cry penciled into their daily routine. The basement
ladies’ room, at 9 PM., was a concrete box filled with grief, a
vault that echoed with sniffles and shuddering breath.

But Harper fell for Renée. She couldn’'t help herself.
Maybe because Renée gave herself permission to do all the
things Harper couldn’t. Renée learned everyone’s name and
spent all day getting attached. She let kids crawling with
contamination and dribbling smoke sit in her lap while she
read to them. And Renée worried over the nurses at least as
much as any of the nurses worried about her.

“You won't do anyone any good if you drop dead of
exhaustion,” she said to Harper once.

| won’t do anyone any good if | don’t, Harper imagined
saying back. I’'m not doing anyone any good, one way or
another. But she didn’t say it. It would’ve been grief talking,
and it was unfair to unload her sadness on someone who
might not live to see another day.

Except Renée did live to see another day. And another.
And another.

Also, she didn’t try to hide her Dragonscale with gloves
or scarves or long-sleeved shirts. She had a necklace of
‘'scale inked right onto her throat, pretty loops dusted with



gold; bracelets of it up to the elbows. She did her nails in
black with gold glitter to match.

“It could be so much worse,” Renée said. “It could be a
disease that involves pus or leaky privates. It could’ve been
one of these things where your parts rot and fall off. There’'s
nothing sexy about swine flu. | bet this is the most sexy
pathogen ever. | think it makes me look like a tigress! A fat,
frumpy tigress. Like if Catwoman got really out of shape.”

“I don’t think Catwoman has stripes,” Harper said. She
was sitting with Renée at the time, on the edge of Renée’s
cot. She nodded at the photo of Renée’s cat. “Who’s looking
after that handsome fella?”

“Street is,” Renée said. “l let him scamper before |
brought myself in.”
“I'm sorry.”

“All the fires have smoked the mice out into the streets.
I’'m sure Truffaut is living high on the furry fat of the land. Do
you think they’ll survive after we're gone? The cats? Or will
we take them with us?”

“The cats are going to make it and so are we,” Harper
said, in her best chin-up voice. “We're smart. We’'re going to
figure this thing out.”

Renée smiled wistfully. Her eyes were amused and a little
pitying. She had gold flecks in her coffee-bean-colored
irises. That might've been Dragonscale or it might've just
been her eyes.

“Who says we’re smart?” she asked, in a tone of playful
contempt. “We never even mastered fire. We thought we
did, but you see now, it has mastered us.”

As if to punctuate this point, across the room, a teenage
girl began to shriek. Harper turned her head and saw
orderlies running to throw fireproof blankets on a qirl
struggling up out of her cot. She was shoved down and
smothered. Flames belched from beneath the blankets.

Renée gazed sadly across the room at her and said, “And
she just started Clan of the Cave Bear.”



Harper began to look for Renée whenever her duties
brought her to the cafeteria. She sought her out to talk
about books. It felt good to have that: some normal,
pointless conversation in the morning, some talk that had
nothing to do with the world catching fire. Harper made
Renée a part of her day, knowing all the time it was a
mistake, that when the older woman died, it would spoil
something inside of her. After she recovered from the initial
loss, Harper would be a harder person. And she didn’t want
to become a harder person. She wanted to stay the same
Harper Grayson who could get wet-eyed at the sight of old
people holding hands.

She knew Renée would be gone one day, and one day
she was. Harper wheeled a trolley full of fresh sheets into
the cafeteria and saw in a glance that Renée’s mattress had
been stripped bare and her personal items taken away. The
sight of that empty bed was a wallop to the stomach, and
Harper let go of the trolley and turned around, banging
through the double doors, past the guards, and down the
hall. She couldn't make it to the ladies’ room in the
basement for a cry, it was too far. She turned to face the
wall, put a hand against it, and let go inside. Her shoulders
shook and she sobbed and sobbed and sobbed.

One of the qguards—Albert Holmes, as it happened—
touched her shoulder.

“Ma’am?” he asked. “Oh my goodness. Ma’am? What's
wrong?”

At first, Harper couldn’t get a single word out. She was
struggling for air, her whole body convulsively hitching. She
fought it down. She was scaring him. He was a broad-
shouldered and freckly kid who had been playing high
school football not two years before, and the sight of a
woman in tears was almost too much for him.

“Gilmonton,” she said at last, half coughing it out.

“You didn’t know?” Albert asked, his voice wondering and
faint.

Harper shook her head.



“She left,” Al said. “Walked right out past the morning
boys.”

Harper panted, her lungs aching, her throat full of tears.
She thought maybe she was strong enough to get away
now, get down to the bathroom, where she could find a stall
and really let herself—

“What?” Harper said. “What did you say?”

“She took off!” Al told her. “Slipped right out of the
hospital! With her little plant under one arm.”

“Renée Gilmonton walked out?” Harper asked. “With her
mint? And someone /et her?”

Al stared at her with those wide, wondering eyes. “You
should see the security footage. She was glowing! Like a
lighthouse! You look at the tape. It's awesome. | mean
‘awesome’ the way they use that word in the Bible. The
guys on duty ran for it. They thought she was going to
explode. Like a human nuke. She was scared she was going
to explode, too, which is why she ran outside. She ran
outside and never came back. They don't know what
happened to her. She wasn’t even wearing shoes!”

Harper wanted to reach under her mask and wipe the
tears off her face, but she couldn’t. Wiping anything off her
face was a nearly half-hour process. She couldn’t remove
her Tyvek until she had stood in a shower of bleach for five
minutes. She blinked rapidly to clear her vision.

“That doesn’t make sense. People with Dragonscale don’t
glow.”

“She did,” Al said. “She was reading to some little kids,
right before breakfast, and the girl sitting in her lap jumped
up because Mrs. Gilmonton was getting warm. Then people
started to scream and scatter. She was lit up like a fuckin’
Christmas tree. 'Scuse my French, ma’am. On the video her
eyes look like death rays! She ran past two sets of guards,
right out of the quarantine. The way she looked—hell,
anyone would’'ve ducked for cover.”

Five minutes later, Harper watched the video herself,
with four other nurses, at the reception desk down the hall.



Everyone in the hospital was watching it. Harper saw it at
least ten times before the day was done.

A fixed camera showed the wide corridor outside the
entrance to the cafeteria, an expanse of antiseptic white
tile. The door was flanked by security in their own
combination of Tyvek suits and riot helmets. One of them
leaned against the wall, leafing slowly through the pages of
a clipboard. The other sat in a molded plastic chair, tossing
his baton in the air and catching it.

The doors banged open and the hall flooded with
brilliance, as if someone were pointing a spotlight into it. In
the first moment, the glow was so intense it blew out the
black-and-white image, filling the screen with a bluish glare.
Then the light sensors in the security camera adjusted—a
little. Renée remained a bright ghost, a wavering brilliance
in the hourglass shape of a woman. The lit scrollwork of her
Dragonscale obscured her features. Her eyes were blue-
white rays of light and did, indeed, look a bit like death rays
from a mid-fifties science-fiction film. She clutched her
potted mint under her left arm.

The guard who had been tossing his baton twitched away
from her. His nightstick dropped and clouted him on the
shoulder and he fell out of his chair. The other guard tossed
his clipboard in the air as if it had turned into a cobra. His
heels shot out from under him and he sat down hard on the
floor.

Renée looked from one to the other, seemed to lift a
placating hand, and then hurried away.

Albert Holmes told Harper: “She said, ‘Don’t mind me,
boys, I'm just going to go explode outside where no one will
get hurt.””

Dr. Ryall, the resident pathologist, was unimpressed. He
had read about outlier cases, where the Dragonscale
reached critical mass and then, for whatever reason, stalled
without immediately causing a person to ignite. He assured
anyone who would listen that Renée Gilmonton’s remains
would be found within a hundred paces of the hospital. But



some orderlies swept the high grass in the field beyond the
parking lot, looking for cooked bones, and didn’t find any.
Nor could they find any trace of which way she had gone: no
singed brush or weeds. She seemed not to have exploded
but evaporated, taking her potted mint with her.

The CDC had a team scheduled to visit Portsmouth
Hospital in August, to review their quarantine procedures,
and Dr. Ryall said he’'d be sure to show them the video of
the Gilmonton incident. He was confident they’d share his
interpretation.

But the CDC team never got to look at it, because by the
time August rolled around, Portsmouth Hospital was a
hollowed-out chimney, gutted by fire, and Dr. Ryall was
dead, along with Albert Holmes, Nurse Lean, and over five
hundred patients.
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She didn't know how long she stood there, watching
Portsmouth Hospital burn. Thick black smoke, piled a
thousand feet high, curdled above her, above all of them, a
thunderhead that smothered the sky. The sun was a small
red coin, glowing through that mass of smoke. One of the
doctors said, “Anyone got marshmallows?” and laughed, but
no one laughed with him.

They had lost the power, not five minutes after the fire
alarm began its nerve-shredding whoop. Strobe lights
throbbed in the darkness, smashing time into bright frozen
slivers. Harper made her way out through those stammering
shadows with her hands on the shoulders of the nurse in
front of her, in a line of shuffling evacuees. The air on the
first floor was smoky, grained with fine particulate matter,
but the fire was somewhere above them. At first the shriek
of the alarm was terrifying, but by the time Harper emerged
into the day, she was almost bored, had been creeping
along in the crowd for forty-five minutes. She didn’t have
any idea how bad it was until she cleared the building and
could turn around.

Someone told her no one above the second floor had
gotten out. Someone else said it started in the cafeteria;
one person lit up, then another, then a third, like a string of
firecrackers, and a guard panicked and bolted the door to
keep anyone from getting out. Harper never found out if
that was true.

The National Guard turned up in the early going and the
troopers pushed the crowd back to the far edge of the
parking lot. Beyond them, the Portsmouth Fire Department
threw everything they had at the blaze, all six trucks . . .
and anyone could see it wasn’'t going to make a lick of



difference. Flame gushed from every shattered window. The
firemen worked in the falling black ash with practiced
professional indifference, blasting the great furnace of the
hospital with thunderous jets of water that seemed to do
nothing.

Harper had a dazed, almost concussed feeling, as if she
had been struck very hard and knocked down and was
waiting for her body to report the extent of her injuries. The
sight of all that fire and all that smoke robbed her of
thought.

At some point she registered a peculiar thing: a fireman,
who was inexplicably standing on her side of the sawhorses,
when he should’'ve been down among the trucks with his
brothers-in-arms. She only noticed him because he was
staring at her. He wore his helmet and a filthy yellow jacket
and he had a firefighting tool in one hand, a long iron pole
with hooks and a hatchet bristling from it, and she thought
she knew him. He was a wiry, gangly man in glasses, and
his face was all sharp edges, and he regarded her with
something like sorrow, while flakes of ash fell around them
in soft black curls. Ash streaked her arms, feathered her
hair. A wisp of ash broke on the tip of her nose and provoked
a sneeze.

She tried to recall how she knew him, the mournful
fireman. She probed her memory in the gentle, careful way
she might probe a child’s arm to make sure there was no
fracture. A child, that was it: she knew him by way of his
child, she thought. Only that was not quite right. She
supposed she was being silly and she should just go over
and ask him how they knew each other, but when she
looked for him again he was gone.

Something collapsed inside the hospital. The roof,
perhaps, pancaking in on the floor below it. Clouds of plaster
and grime and ruddy smoke erupted from the windows on
the top story. A National Guardsman wearing a paper mask
over his mouth and blue latex gloves held his hands over his
head as if he were surrendering to the enemy.



“Folks! We're going to move you back again! I'm going to
ask all of you to take three steps back, for your own safety.
This is me asking in my nice voice. You don’'t want to hear
my not-so-nice voice.”

Harper moved back one step, and another, and then
swayed on her heels, feeling light-headed and parched. She
was desperate for a cool drink of water to clear the grit out
of her throat, and the only reasonable place to get one was
home. She didn’'t have the car—it didn't make sense for her
to have it, she never left the hospital—so she turned away
to walk.

She went half a block before she realized she was
weeping. She didn’t know if she was crying because she was
sad or because there was a lot of smoke in the air. The
afternoon smelled like cookouts at summer camp, like
charring hot dogs. It came to her that the hot dog smell was
the odor of burning corpses. She thought, / dreamed this.
Then she turned and vomited into the grass by the sidewalk.

There were clumps of people standing on the curb and in
the road, but no one looked at her while she threw up. No
one found her the least bit interesting, compared to the
sight of the conflagration. People were entranced by flame
and repelled by human suffering, and wasn’t that some kind
of design flaw? She wiped her mouth with the back of one
hand and went on.

Harper did not look at the faces in the crowd and so she
did not see Jakob standing among all the others until he
caught her in his arms. The moment he was holding her, he
was holding her up. The strength went out of her legs and
she sagged into him.

“Oh God, you’'re all right,” he said. “Oh God. | was so
scared.”

“l love you,” she said, because it seemed to her that was
what you said after walking away from an inferno, that was
the only thing that mattered on a morning like this one.

“They’ve got roads shut down for blocks,” he whispered.
“l was so scared. | biked all the way here. I've got you. I've



got you, babygirl.”

He led her through the crowd, over to a telephone pole.
His bike leaned against it, the one he had owned since
college, a ten-speed with a basket between the handlebars.
He pushed the bike with one hand, his other arm around her
waist, and they went along that way, her head resting on his
shoulder. They walked against the crowd, everyone else
moving toward the hospital, in the direction of that greasy
black column of smoke, into the falling ash.

“Every day is September eleventh,” she said. “How are
we supposed to live our lives when every day is September
eleventh?”

“We live with it until we can’t anymore,” he said.

She didn’t understand what that meant, but it sounded
good, maybe even profound. He said it tenderly while
dabbing at her mouth and cheek with a silvery-white square
of silk. Jakob always carried a handkerchief with him, an Old
World affectation that she found agonizingly adorable.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Getting the ash off you.”

“Please,” she said. “Please.”

He stopped after a bit, and said, “All clean. All better.”
And kissed her cheek, and kissed her mouth. “l don’t know
why | did it, though. You were looking like a little Charles
Dickens urchin for a moment. Grubby but scrumptious. Tell
you what. I'll make it up to you. We’ll go home and I'll make
you spiritually filthy. How’s that?”

She laughed. He had a somehow Gallic sense of the
absurd; in college he had performed as a mime in a mime
club. He could walk a tightrope, too—he was nimble in bed,
nimble in life.

“That’s fine,” she said.

Jakob told her, “The whole world can burn down around
us. I'll keep my arms around you until the end. No getting
away from me.”

She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his salty mouth. He
had been crying, too, although he was smiling now. She



rested her head on his chest.

“I'm so tired,” she said. “Of being scared. Of not being
able to help people.”

He put his knuckle under her chin and gently forced her
head up. “You have to let go of that. The idea that somehow
it’s your job to fix things. To run around . . . putting out all
the fires.” He looked meaningfully toward the smoke drifting
above. “It's not your job to save the world.”

That was so sensible, so reasonable, it made her ache a
little with relief.

“You have to take care of yourself,” he said. “And let me
take care of you some. We've got such a short time to treat
each other right. We’re going to make it special. We're going
to make it worth something, starting tonight.”

She had to kiss him again, then. His mouth tasted of
peppermint and tears, and he returned her kiss carefully,
tentatively, as if discovering her for the first time, as if
kissing were an entirely new, curious experience . . . an
experiment. When he lifted his face up, his expression was
serious.

“That was an important kiss,” he said.

They made their shuffling way along the sidewalk,
traveling a few paces more. She rested her head on his
biceps and shut her eyes. A few steps later he tightened his
arm around her. She had been drifting, half asleep on her
feet, and stumbled.

“Hey,” he said. “No more of that. Look. We have to get
you home. Get on.” He threw his leg over the saddle of the
bike.

“Get on where?”

“The basket,” he said.

“We can’t. | can’t.”

“You can. You have before. I'll ride you home.”

“It's a mile.”

“It’'s downhill the whole way. Get on.”

This was something they had done in college, goofing,
her up on the basket on the front of his bike. She was a slip



of a girl then and was not much more now, five foot six and
115 pounds. She looked at the basket, resting between his
handlebars, then at the long hill, banking down away from
the hospital and around a curve.

“You’ll kill me,” she said.

“No. Not today. Get on.”

She couldn’t resist him. There was a part of her that
inclined naturally toward passivity, toward accommodation.
She came around the front of the bike, put a leg over the
wheel, and then scootched her butt up onto the basket.

And all at once they were off, the trees on her right
beginning to glide dreamily by. The ash fell around them in
enormous feathery flakes, falling in her hair and onto the
brim of his baseball cap. In no time at all, they were going
fast enough to be killed.

The spokes whirred. When she exhaled, the air was torn
from her mouth.

People forgot that time and space were the same thing
until they were moving quickly, until pine trees and
telephone poles were snapping past them. Then, in the
middle of all the rush, time expanded, so that the second it
took to cross twenty feet lasted longer than other seconds.
She felt that sense of acceleration in her temples and the pit
of her stomach and she was glad for Jakob and glad to be
away from the hospital and glad for speed. For a while she
clutched the basket with both hands, but then, when the
spokes began to hum—whirring so fast they made a kind of
droning music—she let go, and held her arms out to either
side, and soared, a gull sailing into the wind, while the world
sped up, and sped up.
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The night of the hospital fire, Jakob led her through the
house, and she yawned over and over, like a child up past
her bedtime. She felt lightly sedated, awake but
thoughtless, so that she never knew what was going to
happen to her next, even when what was going to happen
next was entirely predictable. He walked her down to the
bedroom, holding her little hand. That was all right. She was
tired and the bedroom seemed like the right place to go.
Then he peeled her out of her nurse greens while she stood
there and let him. She had on pale pink old-lady underwear
that came to her belly button. He tugged those down as
well. She yawned hugely and put her hand over her mouth
and he laughed because he had been leaning in to kiss her.
She laughed, too. It was funny, yawning in his face that way.

The night of the hospital fire, he drew her a bath in the
deep claw-footed tub that she loved so. She didn't know
when he walked away from her to do it, because it seemed
he never left her side, but when he led her in there, the tub
was already full. The lights were off, but there were candles.
She was happy to see the bath because she smelled like
smoke and sweat and the hospital, but mostly smoke, and
she had ash on her, and some of that ash was probably
dead bodies.

The night of the hospital fire, Jakob laved water over her
back with a washcloth. He scrubbed her neck and ears, and
then collected her hair on the top of her head and dunked
her. She came up laughing. Then he told her to get up, and
she stood in the tub while he lathered her in soap. He
soaped her breasts and the small of her back and her neck
and then he smacked her bum and told her to get back into
the tub and she obediently sat.



The night of the hospital fire, Jakob said, “It’'s so fucking
cheap when people say / love you. It's a name to stick on a
surge of hormones, with a little hint of loyalty thrown in. I've
never liked saying it. Here’s what | say: We're together, now
and until the end. You have everything | need to be happy.
You make me feel right.”

He squeezed out the washcloth and hot water rained
down her neck. She shut her eyes, but saw the red light of
the candle flame through her eyelids.

He went on, “l don’t know how much time we have left.
Could be fifty years. Could be one more week. But | do know
that we’'re not going to get cheated out of one second of
being together. We're going to share everything and feel
everything together. And | am going to let you know, in the
way | touch you, and the way | kiss you”—as he said it, he
touched her, and kissed her—*“that you are the best thing in
my life. And I'm a selfish man, and | want every inch of you,
and every minute of your life | can have. There’'s no my life
anymore. And no your life. Just our life, and we’re going to
have it our way. | want birthday cake every day and you
naked in bed every night. And when it's time to be done,
we’ll have that our way, too. We’ll open that bottle of wine
we bought in France and listen to our favorite music and
have some laughs and take some happy pills and go to
sleep. Die pretty after the party is over, instead of going
down screaming like those sad, desperate people who lined
up to die in the hospital.”

It was like hearing his wedding vows all over again, just
as yearning and sweet and intense. So that was all right,

Except it wasn’t, not entirely. There was something wrong
about calling the people who came to the hospital sad and
desperate. There was something immoral about mocking
them. Renée Gilmonton had not been sad and desperate.
Renée Gilmonton had organized story hour for the kids in
the ward.

But Jakob had the gift of confession, could talk about how
he wanted to touch her and be with her, with all the daring



and athletic skill he brought to riding a unicycle or walking
on a tightrope. He was small and compact and muscular,
and also intellectually muscular, mentally something of an
acrobat. Sometimes she felt that those intellectual
acrobatics were a bit tiring; at those times she felt less as if
they were feeling everything together, more as if she were
simply his audience, someone to applaud his latest leap
through the burning hoop of existentialism and his backflip
onto the trampoline of nonconformity. But then she was
opening her legs to him, because his hands knew how to do
things she needed to feel. And anyway, all his talk just
meant that he wanted her and she made him happy. She
had to kiss him again, and she did, twisting in the bathtub
and flattening her breasts against the cold porcelain, and
holding the back of his head so he couldn’t get away until
she had a good long taste of him. Then she broke free and
yawned once more and he laughed and that was all right.

The night of the hospital fire, she rose from the water,
and he handed her a glass of red wine and then wrapped a
hot towel around her. He helped her out of the tub. He
walked her into the bedroom, where there were more
candles burning. He dried her and guided her to the bed and
she climbed across it on all fours, wanting him to pull off his
clothes and push himself into her, but he put a hand on the
small of her back and made her lie flat. He liked to make her
wait; to be honest, she liked to be made to wait, liked him to
be in charge. He had strawberry-scented cream and he
rubbed it into her. He was naked beside her, his body dusky
and fit in the low light, his chest matted with black fur.

And when he rolled her over and got inside her, she
made a sobbing sound of pleasure, because it was so
sudden, and he was so intent about it. He had hardly started
when the condom slipped off. He stopped his motion for a
moment, frowning, but she reached down and flung it aside,
and then took his ass and pushed him down on her again.
Her nurse greens were on the floor, stinking of smoke. She
would never wear them again. A hundred square miles of



French wine country were on fire and more than two million
people had burned to death in Calcutta, and all she wanted
was to feel him inside her. She wanted to see his face when
he finished. She thought there was a good chance they’d be
dead by the end of the year anyway, and he had never been
inside her this way before.

On the night of the hospital fire, they made love by
candlelight, and, later, a baby began.
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Harper was in the shower when she saw the stripe on the
inside of her left leg.

She knew what the stripe meant in one look and her
insides squirmed with fear, but she wiped cool water from
her face and scolded herself. “Don’t start with me, lady.
That's a goddamn bruise.”

It didn't look like a bruise, though. It looked like
Dragonscale, a dark, almost inky line, dusted with a few
oddly mineral flecks of gold. When she bent close, she saw
another mark, on the back of her calf—same leg—and she
jerked upright. She put a hand over her mouth because she
was making little miserable sounds, almost sobs, and she
didn’t want Jakob to hear.

She climbed out, neglecting to turn off the shower. It
didn’t matter. It wasn’t like she was wasting the hot water.
There wasn’t any. The power had been out for two days. She
had gone in the shower to wash the sticky feeling off her.
The air in the house was smothering, like being trapped
under a pile of blankets all day long.

The part of her that was five years a nurse—the part that
remained calm, almost aloof, even when the floor was sticky
with blood and a patient was shrieking in pain—asserted
itself. She choked down the little sobs she was making and
composed herself. She decided she needed to dry off and
have another look at it. It could be a bruise. She had always
been someone who bruised easily, who would discover a
great black mark on her hip or the back of her arm with no
idea how she had injured herself.



She toweled herself almost dry and put her left foot up
on the counter. She looked at the leg and then looked at it in
the mirror. She felt the need to cry rising behind her eyes
again. She knew what it was. They put down Draco incendia
trychophyton on the death -certificates, but even the
surgeon general called it Dragonscale. Or he had, until he
burned to death.

The band on the back of her leg was a delicate ray of
black, blacker than any bruise, silted with grains of
brightness. On closer inspection, the line on her thigh looked
less like a stripe, more like a question mark or a sickle.
Harper saw a shadow she didn’t like, where her neck met
her shoulder, and she brushed aside her hair. There was
another dark line there, flaked with the mica-specks of
Dragonscale.

She was trying to regulate her breathing, trying to exhale
a feeling of wooziness, when Jakob opened the door.

“Hey, babe, they need me down to the Works. There’s no
—" he said, then fell silent, looking at her in the mirror.

At the sight of his face, she felt her composure going.
She set her foot on the floor and turned to him. She wanted
him to put his arms around her and squeeze her and she
knew he couldn’t touch her and she wasn’t going to let him.

He staggered back a step and stared at her with blind,
bright, scared eyes. “Oh, Harp. Oh, baby girl.” Usually he
said it as one word—babygirl—but this time it was distinctly
two. “You’'ve got it all over you. It's on your legs. It's on your
back.”

“No,” she said, a helpless reaction. “No. No no no.” It
nauseated her, to imagine it streaked across her skin where
she couldn’t see.

“Just stay there,” he said, holding a hand out, fingers
spread, although she hadn’t taken a step toward him. “Stay
in the bathroom.”

“Jakob,” she said. “l want to look and see if there’'s any
on you.”



He stared at her without comprehension, a bright
bewilderment in his gaze, and then he understood and
something went out of his eyes. His shoulders sank.
Beneath his tan he looked wan and gray and bloodless, as if
he had been out in the cold for a long time.

“What's the point?” he asked.

“The point is to see if you've got it.”

He shook his head. “Of course | have it. If you have it, |
have it. We fucked. Just last night. And two days ago. If I'm
not showing now, | will later.”

“Jakob. | want to look at you. | didn’t see any marks on
me yesterday. Not before we made love. Not after. They
don’t understand everything about transmission, but a lot of
doctors think a person isn’t contagious until they’'re showing
visible marks.”

“It was dark. We were in candlelight. If either of us saw
those marks on you, we would’ve thought it was a shadow,”
he said. He spoke in a leaden monotone. The terror she had
seen on his face had been like a flicker of heat lightning,
there and gone. In its place was something worse, a listless
resignation.

“Take off your clothes,” she said.

He stripped his T-shirt off over his head and dropped it on
the floor. He regarded her steadily with eyes that were
almost amber in the dimness of the room. He held out his
arms to either side, stood there with his feet crossed and his
chin lifted, unconsciously posing like Christ on the cross.

“Do you see any?”

She shook her head.

He turned, arms still outstretched, and looked back over
his shoulder. “On my back?”

“No,” she said. “Take off your pants.”

He revolved again and unbuttoned his jeans. They faced
each other, a yard of open space between them. There was
a kind of cruel erotic fascination in the slow, patient way he
stripped for her, pulling out his belt, pushing down the jeans



and the underwear, too, all in one go. He never broke eye
contact. His face was masklike, almost disinterested.

“Nothing,” she said.

He turned. She took in his limber brown thighs, his pale
backside, the sunken hollows in his hips.

“No,” she said.

“Why don’t you turn off the shower,” he told her.

Harper shut off the water, picked up her towel, and went
back to drying her hair. As long as she concentrated on
breathing slowly and steadily, and did all the things she
would normally do after a shower, she felt she could put off
the urge to burst into tears again. Or to begin screaming. If
she started to scream, she wasn’t sure she could stop.

Harper wrapped the towel around her hair and walked
back into the gloomy swelter of the bedroom.

Jakob sat on the edge of the bed, in his jeans again, but
holding his T-shirt in his lap. His feet were bare. She had
always loved his feet, tan and bony and almost architectural
in their delicate, angular lines.

“I'm sorry | got sick,” she said to him, and suddenly was
struggling not to cry again. “l swear, | had a good look at
myself yesterday, and | didn’'t see any of this. Maybe you
don’t have it. Maybe you’re okay.”

Harper almost choked on the last word. Her throat was
clutching up convulsively, sobs forcing their way out from
deep in her hitching lungs. Her thoughts were too awful to
think, but she thought them anyway.

She was dead and so was he. She had gone and infected
them both and they were going to burn to death like all the
others. She knew it, and his face told her he knew it, too.

“You had to be Florence fucking Nightingale,” he said.

“I'm sorry.”

She wished he would cry with her. She wished she could
see some feeling in his face, could see him struggling to
restrain the kind of emotions she felt in herself. But there
was only blankness, and the odd, clinical look in his gaze,



and the way he sat there with his wrists hanging limply over
his knees.

“Look on the bright side,” he said, glancing at her
stomach. “At least we don’t have to figure out what to name
itif it's a girl.”

It was as bad as if he had struck her. She flinched, looked
away. She was going to say she was sorry again, but what
came out was a choked, hopeless sob.

They had known about the baby for just over a week.
Jakob had smiled slightly when Harper showed him the
blurred blue cross on the home pregnancy pee-stick, but
when she’d asked him how he felt, he'd said, Like I need
time to get my head around it.

The day after, the Verizon Arena burned to the ground in
Manchester, twelve hundred homeless refugees inside—not
one got out alive—and Jakob was loaned to the Public Works
Department there, to help organize the clearing of the
wreckage and the collection of bodies. He was gone thirteen
hours a day, and when he came home, filthy with soot and
quiet from the things he had seen, it seemed wrong to
discuss the baby. When they slept, though, he would spoon
her from behind and cup her stomach with one hand and
she had hoped this meant there was some happiness—some
sense of purpose—stirring inside him.

He pulled his T-shirt on, in no hurry now.

“Get dressed,” he said. “It'll be easier to think if | don’t
have to look at it all over you.”

She walked to her closet, crying hard. She felt she could
not bear the lack of feeling in his voice. It was almost worse
than the idea of being contaminated, of being poisoned.

It was going to be in the seventies today—it was already
seventy in the bedroom and would soon be warmer, the
bright day glowing around the edges of the shades—and she
fumbled through the coat hangers for a sundress. She
picked out the white dress, because she liked how she felt in
it, liked how it made her feel clean and simple and fresh,
and she wanted that now. Then it came to her that if she



wore a dress, Jakob would still be able to see the stripe on
the back of her leg, and she wanted to spare him. Shorts
were out, too. She found a tatty old robe the color of cheap
margarine.

“You have to go,” she said, without turning to face him.
“You have to get out of the house and away from me.”

“l think it's too late for that.”

“We don’t know you're carrying.” She belted the robe but
didn’t turn around. “Until we know for sure, we have to take
precautions. You should pack some clothes and get out of
the house.”

“You touched all the clothes. You washed them in the
sink. Then you hung them on the line across the deck. You
folded them and put them away.”

“Then go someplace and buy new things. Target might be
open.”

“Sure. Maybe | can give a hot little case of Dragonscale
to the girl at the cash register while I'm there.”

“l told you. They don’t know if you can catch it from
people before they're visibly marked up.”

“That’s right. They don’t know. They don’t know shit.
Whoever they are. If anyone really understood how
transmission works, we wouldn’t be in this situation, would
we, babygqirl?”

She didn’t like the wry, ironic way he said babygirl. That
tone was very close to contempt.

“I was careful. | was really careful,” she said.

She remembered—with a kind of exhausted resentment
—boiling inside her full-body Tyvek outfit all day, the
material sticking to her flushed, sweaty skin. It took twenty
minutes to put it on, another twenty to take it off, following
the required five-minute shower in a bleach solution. After,
she remembered the way she’d stink of rubber, bleach, and
sweat. She carried that stench on her the whole time she
worked at Portsmouth Hospital, an odor like an industrial
accident, and she got infected anyway, and it seemed like a
real bad joke.



“Don’t worry about it. I've got stuff in my gym bag | can
wear,” he said. “Stuff you haven’t had your hands all over.”

“Where will you go?”

“How the fuck do | know? Do you know what you’'ve
done?”

“I'm sorry.”

“Well, that makes it better. | don’t feel so bad about both
of us burning to death now.”

She decided if being angry made him feel less scared,
then it was all right. She wanted him to be all right.

“Can you sleep at Public Works?” she asked. “Without
coming in contact with the other guys?”

“No,” he said. “But Johnny Deepenau is dead, and the
keys to his little shitbox trailer are hanging up in his locker. |
could stay there. You remember Johnny? He drove the
number three Freightliner.”

“l didn’t know he was sick.”

“He wasn’t. His daughter got it and burned to death and
he jumped off the Piscataqua Bridge.”

“l didn’'t know.”

“You were working. You were at the hospital. You never
came home. It wasn’t the kind of thing | was going to tell
you in a text message.” He was quiet. His head was down
and his eyes were in shadow. “l sort of admire him. For
understanding he had seen all the best his life was going to
offer him and recognizing there was no point in hanging
around for the last shitty little bit. Johnny Deepenau was a
Budweiser-drinking, football-watching, Donald Trump-voting,
stone-cold bozo who never read anything deeper than
Penthouse magazine, but he understood that much. | think |
have to throw up,” he said, without changing his tone of
voice, and he rose to his feet.

Harper followed him through the den and into the front
hall. He didn't use the bathroom attached to their master
bedroom, which Harper supposed was now off-limits, as she
had recently occupied it. He went into the little bathroom
under the stairs. She stood in the hall and listened to him



retching through the closed door and she practiced not
crying. She wanted to stop being weepy around him, didn’t
want to burden him with her emotions. At the same time,
she wanted Jakob to say something kind to her, to look
anguished for her.

The toilet flushed, and Harper backed away into the den
to give him space. She stood beside his desk, where he sat
to write in the evening. Jakob had wound up a deputy
manager with the Portsmouth Department of Public Works
almost by accident; he had intended to be a novelist. He
had dropped out of college to write, had been working on
the book ever since, six years now. He had 130 pages he
had never let anyone read, not even Harper. It was called
Desolation’s Plough. Harper had never told him she hated
the title.

He came out of the bathroom, came as far as the
entrance to the den, and then held up there. At some point
he had found his baseball cap, the one that said FREIGHTLINER
on it, which she always thought he wore ironically, the way
Brooklyn hipsters wore John Deere caps. If they still did that.
If they had ever really done that.

The eyes below the brim were bloodshot and unfocused.
She wondered if he had been crying in the bathroom. The
idea that he had been weeping for her made her feel a little
better.

“l want you to wait,” he said.

She didn’t understand, looked a question at him.

“How long until we’ll know for sure if | have it?” he asked.

“Eight weeks,” she said. “If you don’t have anything by
the end of October, you don’t have anything.”

“Okay. Eight weeks. | think it's a farce—we both know if
you have it, [ have it, too—but we’ll wait eight weeks. If we
both have it, we’'ll do it together, like we said.” He was silent
for a moment, staring down at his feet, and then he nodded.
“If | don't have it, I'll be here for you when you do it.”

“Do what?”



He looked up at her, real surprise in his face. “Kill
ourselves. Jesus. We talked about this. About what we would
do if we caught it. We agreed it's better to just—go to sleep.
Than to wait around and burn to death.”

She felt a hard constriction in her throat, wasn’t sure she
could force words past it, then found she could. “But I'm
pregnant.”

“You’'re never going to have the baby now.”

Harper’'s own reaction surprised her; for the first time,
Jakob’s dull, angry certainty offended her.

“No, you've got that wrong,” she said. “I'm not an expert,
but | know more about the spore than you do. There are
studies, good studies, that show it can’t cross the placental
barrier. It goes everywhere else, the brain, the lungs . . .
everywhere but there.”

“That’s bullshit. There isn’t any study that says that. Not
one that’'s worth the paper it's printed on. The CDC in
Atlanta is a pile of cinders. No one is studying this shit
anymore. The time to do science is over. Now it's time to
run for cover and hope the thing burns itself out before it
burns us off the face of the planet.” He laughed at this, a
dry, humorless sound.

“They are studying it, though. Still. In Belgium. In
Argentina. But fine, if you don’t want to believe me, that’s
fine. But believe this. In July, at the hospital, we delivered a
healthy infant to a woman who was contaminated. They had
a party in the lounge off pediatrics. We ate half-melted
cherry ice cream and we all took turns holding the baby.”
She did not say that the medical team had spent a lot more
time with the baby than the mother had. The doctor
wouldn’t allow her to touch him, had carried the child out of
the room while the mother screamed for him to come back,
to let her have one more look.

Jakob’s face wasn’t such a blank now. His mouth was a
pinched white line.

“So what? This shit—how long do people last? Best-case
scenario? After the stripes show up?”



“It's different for everyone. There are a few long-term
cases, people who have been around since the beginning. |
might last—"

“Three months? Four? What's the average? | don’t think
the average is even two months. You only learned you’'re
pregnant ten days ago.” He shook his head in disbelief.
“What did you get to take care of us?”

“What do you mean?” She was having trouble keeping up
with the run of his thoughts.

“What did you get to do it with? You said you were going
to get that stuff—the stuff my dentist gave me after my root
canal.”

“Vicodin.”

“And we can crush it up, right?”

Her robe had come unbelted and hung open, but it
seemed like too much effort to fix it, and she had forgotten
she wanted to spare him the sight of her infected body.

“Yes. That's probably one of the more painless ways to
kill yourself. Twenty or so Vicodin, all crushed up.”

“So that’'s how we’ll do it. If we both have the ’'scale.”

“But | don’t have any Vicodin. | never got it.”

“Why? We talked. You said you would. You said you’'d lift
some from the hospital and if we got sick, we’d have wine
and listen to some music and then take our pills and sail
on.”

“l forgot to grab some on my way out of the hospital. At
the time, | was in a hurry not to burn alive.” Although, she
thought, given her current condition, she hadn’t escaped
anything.

“You brought home Dragonscale but couldn’t bother to
get us something so we could take care of each other. And
then on top of it you get yourself pregnant. Christ, Harper.
You've had yourself one hell of a month.” He laughed, a
short, breathless bark. After a moment he said, “Maybe |
can get us something to do it with. A gun, if necessary.
Deepenau had NRA stickers plastered all over his piece-of-
shit pickup. He must have something.”



“Jakob. I'm not going to kill myself,” she said. “Whatever
we talked about before | got pregnant doesn’t matter now. |
am carrying Dragonscale, but | am also carrying a baby, and
that changes things. Can’t you see it changes things?”

“Jesus fucking Christ. It isn’t even a baby yet. It's a
cluster of unthinking cells. Besides, | know you. If it had a
defect, you'd get an abortion. You worked in a goddamn
clinic once, for chrissake. You’d walk in every morning, past
the people screaming you were a murderer, calling you a
baby killer.”

“The baby doesn’t have a defect, and even if he did |
wouldn’t—that doesn’t mean I'd—"

“l think cooking to death in the womb is kind of a defect.
Don’t you?”

He stood holding himself. She saw he was trembling.

“Let’s wait. Let’'s give it some time and see if I've got this
shit, too,” he said at last. “Maybe at some point in the next
eight weeks we’ll find ourselves on the same page again.
Maybe at some point here, you’ll be seeing things a little
less selfishly.”

She had told him he needed to get out of the house, but
she hadn’'t wanted him to go, not really. She had hoped he
would offer to stay close, maybe sleep in the basement. It
scared her, to imagine being all alone with her infection, and
she had wanted his calm, his steadiness, even if she
couldn’t have his arms around her.

But something had changed in the last sixty seconds.
Now she was ready for him to leave. She thought it would
be better for both of them if he went, so she could have the
dark, quiet house to herself for a while—to think, or not
think, or be still, or cry, or do whatever she had to do—clear
of his terror and angry disqgust.

He said, “I'm going to ride my bicycle down to Public
Works. Get the key to Johnny Deepenau’s trailer out of his
locker. I'll call you this afternoon.”

“Don’t worry if | don’t pick up. | might turn my phone off
so | can go back to bed.” She laughed then, bitter, unhappy



laughter. “Maybe I'll wake up and it’ll all be a bad dream.”

“Yeah. We can hope for that, babyqirl. Except if it's a bad
dream, we're both dreaming it.” He smiled then—a small,
nervous smile—and for a moment he was her Jake again,
her old friend.

He was on his way to the door when she said, “Don’t tell
anyone.”

He paused, a hand on the latch. “No. | won't.”

“I'm not going to Concord. I've heard stories about the
facility there.”

“Yeah. That it's a death camp.”

“You don't believe it?”

“Of course | believe it. Everyone who goes there is
infected with this shit. They're all going to die. So of course
it's a death camp. By definition.” He opened the door onto
the hot, smoky day. “l wouldn’t send you there. You and me
are in this together. I'm not giving you up to some faceless
agency. We’'ll handle this ourselves.”

Harper thought he meant this statement to be
reassuring, yet, curiously, she was not reassured.

He walked down the steps and onto the curving path that
took him out of sight in the direction of the garage. He left
the door open, as if he expected her to come outside to
watch him go. As if this were required of her. Maybe it was.
She belted the robe, crossed the short length of the foyer,
and stood in the doorway. He carried his bike out into the
drive, hauling it over one shoulder. He didn’t look back.

Harper lifted her head to peer into Portsmouth. A filthy
sky lowered above the white steeple of North Church.
Smoke had hovered over town all summer long. Harper had
read somewhere that 12 percent of New Hampshire was on
fire, but didn’'t see how that could be true. Of course that
was pretty good compared to Maine. Maine was all the local
news talked about. The blaze that had started in Canada
had finally reached [-95, effectively cutting the state in two,
a burning wasteland almost a hundred miles across at its
widest point. They needed rain to put it out, but the last



weather system to move that way had evaporated in the
face of the heat. A meteorologist on NPR said the rain had
fried like spit on the surface of a hot stove.

Coils of smoke rose here and there, brown, dirty loops
climbing from the Strawbery Banke. There was always
something burning: a house, a shop, a car, a person. It was
surprising how much smoke a human body could throw
when it was engulfed in flame.

From her spot on the front step, she could see down the
road, toward South Street Cemetery. A car rolled slowly
through the graveyard, along one of the narrow gravel
lanes, trundling ahead the way a person will when trying to
find an open space in a crowded parking lot. But the
passenger-side window was down, and fire was gushing out.
The interior was so filled with flames, Harper could not see
the person who must’ve been sitting behind the wheel.

Harper watched the car roll off the road and into the
grass, until it thunked gently to a stop against a headstone.
Then she remembered she had come out to watch Jakob
ride away. She looked around for him, but he was already
gone.
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Two days later her left arm was sheet music. Delicate black
lines spooled around and around her forearm, bars as thin
as the strands of a spiderweb, with what looked like golden
notes scattered across them. She found herself pulling her
sleeve back to look at it every few minutes. By the end of
the following week, she was sketched in Dragonscale from
wrist to shoulder.

One day she pulled her shirt off and glanced at herself in
the mirror on the back of her armoire and saw a belt riding
just above her hips, a tattoo in gold and black. When she
got over feeling winded and sick, she had to admit to herself
that it was curiously beautiful.

Sometimes she took off all her clothes except her
underwear and examined her new illustrated skin by
candlelight. She wasn’t sleeping much, and these
inspections usually took place a little after midnight. Much
as it was possible to imagine a visage in a flickering fire, or
a figure in the grain of a wooden surface, she thought she
saw half-finished images scrawled in the 'scale.

That was usually when Jakob called, from the dead man'’s
trailer. He wasn’t sleeping, either.

“Thought | ought to check in,” he said. “See what you did
with yourself today.”

“Puttered around the house. Ate the last of the pasta.
Made an effort not to turn into a heap of coals. How are
you?”

“Hot. It’s hot here. It's always hot.”



“Open a window. It's cool out. I've got them all open and
I'm fine.”

“I've got them all open, too, and I'm roasting. It's like
trying to sleep in an oven.”

She didn’t like the angry way he talked about not being
able to cool off or the way he fixated on it, like the heat was
a personal affront.

Harper distracted him by talking about her condition in a
languid, almost breezy tone. “I’ve got a swirl of 'scale on the
inside of my left arm that looks like an open umbrella. An
umbrella sailing away on the wind. Do you think the spore
has an artistic impulse? Do you think it reacts to the stuff
you've got in your subconscious and tries to ink your skin
with pictures you might like?”

“l don’t want to talk about the shit you’ve got on you. |
get shaky thinking about it, about that disgusting shit all
over you.”

“That makes me feel nice. Thank you.”

He let out a harsh, angry breath. “I'm sorry. I'm—I'm not
unsympathetic.”

She laughed—surprising not just him, but herself. Good
old Jakob used such smart, picky words sometimes.
Unsympathetic. Before he dropped out of college he had
been a philosophy major, and he still had the habit of
hunting through his vocabulary for exactly the right term,
which, somehow, inexplicably, always made it the wrong
term. He corrected her spelling sometimes, too.

Harper wondered, idly, why it took getting contaminated
to notice the marriage itself was sick.

He tried again. “I'm sorry. | am. I'm boiling. It's hard to be
—thoughtful.”

A cross-breeze fanned through the room, cool on her
bare tummy. She didn’t know how he could possibly be hot,
wherever he was.

“I was wondering if the Dragonscale started doodling
Mary Poppins’s umbrella on my arm. You know how many
times I've seen Mary Poppins?”



“The Dragonscale isn’'t reacting to your subconscious.
You are. You're seeing the kinds of things you're already
primed to see.”

“That makes sense,” she said. “But you know what?
There was a gardener in the hospital who had swirls of this
stuff up his legs that looked just like tattoos of crawling
vines. You could see delicate individual leaves and
everything. Everyone agreed it looked like ivy. Like the
Dragonscale was making an artistic commentary on his life’s
work.”

“That’s just how it looks. Like strands of thorns. | don’t
want to talk about it.”

“l guess it couldn’t be in my brain yet, so it couldn’t
really know anything about me. It takes weeks to pass up
the sinuses to the brain. We're still in the getting-to-know-
each-other phase of the relationship.”

“Christ,” he said. “I'm burning alive over here.”

“Boy, did you call the wrong person for sympathy,” she
said.
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A couple of nights later she poured herself a glass of red
wine and read the first page of Jakob’s book. She told herself
if his novel was any good at all, the next time she talked to
him she would admit she had looked at some of it and tell
him how much she loved it. He couldn’t be angry at her for
breaking her promise never to look at the manuscript
without permission. She had a fatal illness. That had to
change the rules.

But after one page she knew it wasn’t going to be any
good and she left it, feeling bad again, as if she had
wronged him somehow.

A while later, after a second glass of wine—two weren’t
going to do any harm to the baby—she read thirty pages.
She had to quit there. She couldn’t go any further and still
be in love with him. In truth, maybe thirty pages had been
three too many.

The novel was about a former philosophy student, J., who
has an unfulfilling job at the Department of Public Works and
an unfulfilling marriage with a cheerfully shallow blonde who
can’t spell, reads YA novels because she lacks the mental
rigor for mature fiction, and has no sense whatsoever of her
husband’s tortured inner life. To assuage his existential
disappointment, J. engages in a series of casual affairs with
women Harper had no trouble identifying: friends from
college, teachers from the elementary, a former personal
trainer. Harper decided these affairs were inventions . . .
although the lies J. told his wife, about where he was and
what he was doing when he was really with someone else,
corresponded almost word for word with conversations
Harper remembered having.



Somehow, though, the clinical reports of his affairs were
not the worst of it. What she detested even more was the
protagonist’s contempt.

He hated the men who drove the trucks for Public Works.
He hated their fat faces and their fat wives and their fat
children. He hated the way they saved all year to buy tickets
in nosebleed territory for a pro-football game. He hated how
happy they were in the weeks after the game, and hated the
way they would tell the story of the game over and over as
if recounting the battle of Thermopylae.

He hated all of his wife’s girlfriends—]. had no friends of
his own—for not knowing Latin, drinking mass-produced
beer instead of microbrews, and raising the next generation
of overfed, overentertained human place-fillers. This did not
stop him from fucking them, however.

He did not hate his wife, but felt for her the kind of
affection a man usually reserves for an excitable puppy. Her
immediate acceptance of his every opinion and observation
was both disheartening and a little hilarious to him. There
was not a single criticism he could offer that she would not
immediately accept as true. He made a game out of it. If
she worked all week to throw a dinner party, he would tell
her everyone had hated it—even if it had been a wonderful
time—and she would cry and agree he was right and
immediately rush out to buy some books so she could learn
to do a party right. No, he did not hate her. But he felt sorry
for her and felt sorry for himself, because he was stuck with
her. Also, she cried too easily, which suggested to him,
paradoxically, a shallowness of feeling. A woman who got
teary over commercials for the ASPCA could not be
expected to wrestle with the deeper despair of being human
in @ crass age.

There was all this—his derisive rage and self-pity—and
there was bad writing too. His paragraphs never ended.
Neither did his sentences. Sometimes it could take him
thirty words before he found his way to a verb. Every page
or two he’'d drop a line in Greek or French or German. The



few times Harper was able to translate one of these bons
mots, it always seemed like something he could’ve said just
as well in English.

Harper thought, helplessly, of Bluebeard. She had gone
and done it, she had looked in the forbidden room and seen
what she was never supposed to see. She had discovered
not corpses behind the locked door, but contempt. She
thought hatred might've been easier to forgive. If you hated
someone, she was at least worthy of your passion.

He had never told her what the book was about, not in
any concrete terms, although sometimes he would say
something airy-fairy like, “It’s about the terror of an ordinary
life” or “It's the story of a man shipwrecked in his own
mind.” But the two of them had shared long postcoital
discussions about what their lives would be like after the
novel came out. He had hoped it would make them enough
money so they could get a pied-a-terre in Manhattan
(Harper was unclear on how this was different from an
apartment, but assumed there had to be something). She
had eagerly and breathlessly talked about how great he’d
be on the radio, funny and clever and self-deprecating; she
had hoped they would have him on NPR. They talked about
things they wanted to buy and famous people they wanted
to meet, and remembering it now, it all seemed shabby and
sad and deluded. It was bad enough that she had been so
utterly convinced he had a brilliant mind, but much worse to
discover he was convinced of it, too, and on such thin
evidence.

It amazed her, as well, that he had written something so
appalling and then left it in plain sight, for years. But then
he had been sure she wouldn’t read it, because he had told
her not to, and he understood she was inclined to
obedience. Her entire self-worth depended on doing and
being just what he wanted her to do and be. He had been
right about that, of course. The novel would not have been
so awful if it did not contain within it a certain degree of



truth. She had only looked at Desolation’s Plough because
she was dying.

Harper put the novel back on his desk, cornering the
edges of the manuscript so it stood in a neat, crisp pile. With
its clean white title page and clean white edges, it looked as
immaculate as a freshly made bed in a luxury hotel. People
did all sorts of unspeakable things in hotel beds.

Almost as an afterthought, she put a box of kitchen
matches on top of it as a paperweight. If her Dragonscale
started to smoke and itch, she wanted to have them close at
hand. If she had to burn, she felt it only fair that the fucking
book burn first,
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It was almost one in the morning the next time he called,
but she was still up, working on a book of her own—her
baby book. Her book began:

Hello! This is your mother, in book form. This is
what | looked like before | was a book.

She had taped a picture of herself directly beneath. It
was a photograph her father had taken of her, when she
was nineteen years old and teaching archery for the Exeter
Rec. Department. The kid in the photograph was a gangly
girl with pale hair, ears that stuck out, bony boyish knees,
and scrapes on the insides of her arms from accidents with
the bowstring. Pretty, though. In the photo, the sun was
behind her, lighting her hair in a brilliant ring of gold. Jakob
said it was her teen angel picture.

Below it she had taped a reflective silver square,
something she had clipped out of a magazine ad. Beneath it
she wrote: Do we look alike? She had a lot of ideas about
what belonged in the book. Recipes. Instructions. At least
one game. The lyrics of her favorite songs, which she
would’ve sung to the baby if she’d had a chance: “Love Me
Do,” “My Favorite Things,” “Raindrops Keep Fallin” on My
Head.”

There would be no girly-girly tragic stuff if she could help
it. As a school nurse, she had always modeled herself on
Mary Poppins, aiming for an air of good-tempered calm, self-
assurance, a tolerance for play, but an expectation that the
medicine would go down along with the spoonful of sugar. If
the kids thought it was possible she might break into song



and shoot fireworks from the tip of her umbrella, that was all
right with her.

Such was the tone she was trying to nail in the baby
book. The question was what a child wanted from his
mother; her answer was Band-Aids for scrapes, a song at
bedtime, kindness, something sweet to eat after school,
someone to help with homework, someone to cuddle with.
She hadn’t figured out how to make the book cuddly yet,
but she had stapled a dozen Band-Aids into the inside cover,
along with four prepackaged alcohol swabs. She felt the
book—The Portable Mother—was off to a roaring good start.

When the phone rang, she was in front of the TV. The TV
was always on. It had not been off in six months, except in
the occasional spells when there was no power. She had
electric at the moment and was parked in front of the
screen, although she was working on the book, not really
paying attention.

There was nothing to watch anyway. FOX was still
broadcasting, but from Boston, not New York. NBC was on
the air, but from Orlando. CNN was on the air, too, in
Atlanta, but the evening news anchor was a man named Jim
Joe Carter, a Baptist preacher, and his reports were always
about people who had been saved from the spore by Jesus.
All the rest of the channels were HSB, the Homeland
Security Broadcast, or local news programs, or static. The
HSB was broadcast from Quantico, Virginia. Washington,
D.C., was still burning. So was Manhattan. She had the TV
tuned to FOX. The phone rang and she picked it up. She
knew it was Jakob even before he spoke. His breath was
strange and a little choked and he didn’t say anything, not
at first.

“Jakob,” she said. “Jakob, talk to me. Say something.”

“Do you have the TV on?”

She put down her pen. “What’s wrong?”

Harper had not known how she would be with him, the
next time they spoke. She worried she would not be able to
keep the resentment out of her voice. If Jakob thought she



sounded hostile, he would want to know why, and she would
have to tell him. She could never keep anything from him.
And Harper didn’'t want to talk about his book. She didn’t
even want to think about it. She was pregnant and crawling
with a flammable fungus and she had recently learned
Venice was burning, so now she was never going to get to
see it by gondola. With all that going on, it was a bit much
to expect her to provide a literary critique of his shitty novel.

But he laughed—roughly and unhappily—and the sound
of it rattled her and caused her to forget her resentment, at
least for the moment. A part of her thought, calmly,
clinically: hysteria. God knew she had seen enough of it in
the last half a year.

“That’s the funniest thing anyone has said since | have
no idea,” he said. “What's wrong? You mean besides the
world catching fire? Besides fifty million human beings
turning into balls of flame? Are you watching FOX?”

“I'm watching. What's wrong, Jakob? You're crying. Has
something happened?” It was no wonder he held her in
contempt. In ten seconds he had her worrying about him
again, when five minutes ago she would’ve been glad not to
hear from him for a month. It embarrassed her, that she
couldn’t hang on to her rage.

“You seeing this?”

She stared at the TV, jittery footage of a meadow
somewhere. A few men in yellow rain slickers and elbow-
high rubber gloves and gas masks, carrying Bushmaster
assault rifles, were on the far side of the field. The tall
yellow grass undulated in a soft rain. Beyond the men in the
rain slickers was a line of trees. Off to the left was a
highway. A car shushed over a rise and swept past,
headlights glowing in the half dusk.

“—cell phone camera,” said the newscaster. “We caution
you, this footage is graphic.” That was hardly worth
mentioning. It was all graphic these days.

They were bringing people out of the woods. Kids,
mostly, although there were some women with them. Some



of the kids were naked. One of the women was naked, too,
but clutching a dress to the front of her bodly.

“They’ve been showing this one all night,” Jakob said.
“The news loves this. Look. Look at the cars.”

The field was in full view of the highway. Another car
came over the rise, and then a pickup. Both vehicles slowed
as they passed the field, then sped up again.

The women and children who had been marched out of
the trees were bunched together into a tight group. The
children were crying. From the distance, their voices, all
together, sounded like the first keening wind of fall. One of
the women took a small boy in her arms, lifted him up, and
squeezed him to her. Watching it go down, Harper was
struck with a brief but intense wave of déja vu, the
improbable certainty that she was watching herself, at some
future point. She was seeing how she herself would die.

The woman who had been stripped, and who was
clutching her dress, lunged toward one of the rain-slicker
men. At a distance, her bare back looked as if it had been
slashed, then stitched up with brilliant gold thread: the
Dragonscale. She let go of her dress and careened, naked,
toward an assault rifle.

“You can’t,” she howled. “Let us go! This is Ameri—"

The first gun might've gone off by accident. Harper
wasn’t sure. But then, they had brought them to the field to
shoot them, so maybe it was wrong to think anyone was
shot there by accident. Prematurely was, perhaps, the more
accurate word for it. The muzzle of a gun flashed. The naked
woman kept coming, one step, two, then tilted forward into
the grass and disappeared.

There followed an instant—just enough time to draw a
single breath—of surprised, baffled silence. Another car
came over the rise and began to slow.

The other guns went off, all together, firecrackers on a
July night. Muzzles flashed, like paparazzi snapping shots of
George Clooney as he climbed out of his limousine.



Although George Clooney was dead, had burned to death
while on a humanitarian aid mission to New York City.

The car passing by on the highway slowed to a crawl, so
the driver could watch. The women and their children fell
while the guns stuttered in the September rain. The car
accelerated away.

The rain-slicker men had missed one person, a little girl,
slipping, spritelike, across the field toward the hidden
observer with the cell phone. She rushed across the
meadow as fast as the shadow of a cloud. Harper watched,
gripping her baby book in both hands, holding her breath,
sending out a silent wish: Let her go. Let her get away. But
then the girl folded in on herself and tumbled forward and
collapsed and Harper realized it had never been a person at
all. The thing racing across the field had been the dress that
the naked woman had been holding. The wind had made it
dance for a moment, that was all. Now the dance was over.

The program cut back to the studio. The newsman stood
in front of a wide-screen TV, replaying the footage. He kept
his back to it and spoke in a smooth, calm voice. Harper
couldn’t hear what he was saying. Jakob was talking, too,
but she couldn’t hear what he was saying, either.

She spoke over both of them. “Did you think she looked
like me?”

Jakob said, “What are you talking about?”

“The woman who was hugging the little boy. | thought
she looked like me.”

The newscaster was saying, “—illustrates the dangers of
people who have been infected and who don’t seek—"

“l didn’t notice,” Jakob said. His voice was strangled with
emotion.

“Jakob. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I'm sick.”

She felt as if she had stood up too quickly, although she
hadn’t moved. She perched on the edge of the couch, light-
headed and a little faint.

“You've got a stripe?”



“I've got a fever.”

“Okay. But do you have marks on you?”

“It's on my foot. | thought it was a bruise. | dropped a
sandbag on my foot yesterday and | thought it was just a
bruise.” For a moment he sounded close to crying.

“Oh, Jakob. Send me a picture. | want to look at it.”

“l don’t need you to look at it.”

“Please. For me.”

“I know what it is.”

“Please, Jake.”

“I know what it is and | have a fever. I'm so fucking hot.
I’'m a hundred and one. I'm so hot and | can’t sleep. | keep
dreaming the blankets are on fire and | jump out of the bed.
Are you having those dreams?”

No. Her dreams were much worse than that. They were
so bad she had recently decided to quit sleeping. It was
safer staying awake.

“What were you doing with a sandbag?” she asked, not
because she cared, but because it might calm him to talk
about something besides infection.

“I had to go back to work. | had to risk it. Risk
contaminating other people. That's the position you've put
me in.”

“What are you talking about? | don’t understand.”

“If | just disappeared, people would wonder where | was.
They might come by the house and find you. The price of
your life is other lives. You've made a potential murderer out
of me.”

“No. Jakob, we’'ve covered this. Until the ’'scale is visible
on your body you aren’t infectious. Almost everyone agrees
on that. And even then, you can only pass it through skin-
on-skin contact. | don’t think you’'re a mass murderer just
yet. So what about the sandbag?”

“They had everyone in Public Works up on the Piscataqua
Bridge the other day, taking orders from the National Guard.
Building a gun emplacement to shoot any diseased



motherfuckers who might try and drive through the new
checkpoint. Why are we talking about the fucking bridge?”

“I need you to send me a picture of the mark on your
foot,” she said, and her tone was firmer now, her nurse
voice.

“l think it's in my head, too. Sometimes it's like there are
pins pricking in my brain. Like there are a hundred little
needles in there.”

That stopped her. It was the first thing he said that
sounded not just hysterical but crazy.

When she went on, her voice was calm and certain: “No.
Jakob, no. It does eventually coat the myelin in the brain
and nerves, but it wouldn’t happen until well after you had
Dragonscale all over your body.”

“l fucking know. | fucking know what you did to me. You
killed the both of us, and our baby, too, to satisfy your ego.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You knew it was dangerous to work in that hospital, but
you wanted to feel important. You have this thing in you,
Harper. You have this need to be hugged. You seek out
chances to be with people who are hurting, so you can stick
a Band-Aid on them and get some cheap, easy affection.
That's why you became a school nurse. It's easy to squeeze
a kiss out of a kid with a scraped knee. Kids will love anyone
who gives them a penny lollipop and a Band-Aid for their
boo-boo.”

It left her breathless, the spoiled rage she heard in his
voice. She had never heard him that way before.

“They were desperate,” Harper said. “They needed every
nurse they could get. The hospital was calling in retired
nurses who were eighty-five years old. | couldn’t just sit at
home and watch people die on TV and not do anything.”

“We have to decide,” he said. Almost sobbed. “l do not
want to fucking burn to death. Or be hunted down and
butchered in a field, begging for my life.”

“If you aren’t sleeping, that could explain a high
temperature. We don’t know you’re sick. Sometimes fever



indicates onset of infection, but not always. Not even
mostly. | didn’t get a fever. Now | want you to send me a
photo of your foot.”

There was a clumsy knocking sound, muffled bumps,
then a click, the sound of the camera app taking a still.
Fifteen seconds passed with no other noise than his labored,
miserable breathing.

A photo came through of his dark bare foot, stretched out
on some industrial-looking carpet. The top of the foot was a
single bloody abrasion.

“Jake,” she said. “What is that?”

“l tried to scrape it off,” he said. His voice was almost
sullen. “l had a bad moment. | sandpapered it.”

“Do you have any other stripes on you?”

“I know what it looked like before | went crazy,” he said.

“You don’t scrape at this stuff, Jake. That’s like scraping a
match on a matchbook. Leave it alone.” She lowered her
phone and looked at the photo again. “I want to see more
stripes before you make up your mind you've got
Dragonscale. In the early going, it can be difficult to tell the
difference between a bruise and a stripe, but if you just
leave it alone—"

“We have to decide,” he said again.

“Decide what?”

“How we’re going to die. How we’re going to do it.”

On the TV, they were showing a segment about the
Dalmatians, crews of women and teenagers who made
lunches and cupcakes for the volunteer fire crews.

“I’'m not going to kill myself,” Harper said. “I told you that
already. I've got this baby in me. | mean to see it born. | can
deliver by C-section next March.”

“March? It's September. You'll be cinders by March. Or
target practice for a cremation squad. You want to die like
those people in the field?”

“No,” Harper said quietly.

“I know what you did to me,” he said. He drew a
shuddering, effortful breath. “l know. | keep getting hot



patches on my arms and legs. | loved that you made your
work so socially conscious, that you were so connected to
community, even if it was, always, just this thing you did to
satisfy your own narcissism. You needed to surround
yourself with crying kids, because of the good feeling it
gives you about yourself when you wipe away their tears.
There are no unselfish acts. When people do something for
someone else, it's always for their own personal
psychological reasons. But I'm still a little sick to see how
fixated you are on your own needs. You don’t even care how
many people you spread it to. As long as nothing uproots
you from your delusion of saving one more child.”

He was trying to get a fight out of her, wanted to push
her into saying things she didn’t want to say. She tacked in
another direction. “These hot patches. | haven’t heard of
that. That’'s not a symptom of—"

“That’s not your symptom. It’'s mine. Don’'t pretend
you're a fucking doctor. A fucking master’s in nursing and
three years of working at an elementary school doesn’t
make you Dr. motherfucking House. You wipe a real doctor’s
sweat off his upper lip when he’s performing surgery and
shake his prick when he’s done taking a leak.”

“Maybe you should come home. | can examine you
without touching you. Maybe | can reassure you.”

“l am going to wait,” he said. “Until | am sure. And then |
am coming home. And you need to be there. Because you
promised.”

“Jakob,” she said again, but he was gone.
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The power went out again one hot, smoky morning, a few
days after her last call from Jakob, and this time it didn’t
come back.

By then, Harper was down to the last cans from the back
of the cupboard, the ones with dust on them that she
couldn’t remember buying. She hadn’t been out of the
house since the day before she found the first stripe on her
leg. She didn’t dare. Maybe she could cover up—she didn’t
have the 'scale on her face or hands—but her heart quailed
at the thought of bumping into someone in the corner store
and accidentally sentencing them to death.

One part of her wondered if she could eat Crisco. Another
part of her knew she could and soon would. She had saved a
little cocoa powder, hoping she could make it taste like
chocolate pudding.

There was no single moment when she thought: / am
going. There was no hour of steely-eyed decision, when she
realized soon she would be out of food and have to start
taking chances.

One day, though, she unstrung clothes from the line
across the back deck and began to make a pile on the bed,
next to The Portable Mother. At first it was just a collection
of things she meant to put away: some T-shirts, a pair of
jeans, her sweats. But it also looked like a stack of things
she might take with her if she were packing the car to go
elsewhere. When she opened the dresser, she found herself
picking things out instead of putting them away.



There was no destination, no plan, almost no thought at
all. She operated on no more than the half-formed notion
that it might be smart to have some things in her old
carpetbag, in case she had to leave the house in a hurry.
Mostly she was zoned out, gliding along with no more
intention or purpose than a leaf blown about by a restless
fall breeze. She had the radio on, a violently pink Hello Kitty
boom box that ran on D-cells, and she folded clothes to the
classic-rock radio station, Tom Petty and Bob Seger
supplying the sonic equivalent of wallpaper.

At some point, though, her consciousness settled back
into the moment, and she realized the music had stopped.
The DJ was belting out a monologue and had been at it for a
while. She recognized his voice, a hoarsened, raspy bass
that belonged to a former morning-show joker. Or had he
been a right-wing radio host? She couldn’t recall and she
couldn’t quite remember his real name, either. When he
referred to himself—which he did frequently—it was as the
Marlboro Man, on account of all the burners he had smoked.
That was what he called people sick with Dragonscale:
burners.

He boomed, with a certain crass authority, that the
former president was blacker than he used to be, since he
had cooked to death from Dragonscale. He said when he
went off the air he would be out with a Cremation Crew,
chasing burners out of their hidey-holes and lighting them
up. Harper sat on the bed and listened with a repulsed
fascination while he told a story about forcing three girls to
take their shirts off, to prove they didn’t have Dragonscale
on their boobies.

“Healthy American boobies, that's what we're fighting
for,” he said. “That needs to be in the Constitution. Every
man has a right to life, liberty, and germ-free titties. Learn
the drill, girls. If we show up at your front door, be ready to
do your patriotic duty and show us your freedom-loving,
virus-free knockers.”



The knocker crashed at the front door, and Harper
jumped as if a Cremation Crew were kicking it in. The sound
was, in a way, more startling than someone screaming in
the street, or a fire siren. She heard people screaming every
day and sirens every hour. She could not remember the last
time someone had knocked on the door.

She padded down the hall and looked through the
peephole. Tony the Tiger and Captain America stood
together on the front step, holding wrinkled plastic bags.
Beyond them, down at the end of the drive, a man sat with
his back to the house, smoking a cigarette, a tendril of
smoke rising from his head.

“Trick and treat,” came a muffled voice. A girl’s voice.

“Trick or . . .” Harper started, then stopped. “It's not
Halloween.”

“We're getting an early start!”

It offended her, some idiot sending his kids house to
house in the middle of a plague. She had stern ideas about
parenting, and such behavior fell well short of her
standards. It riled up her inner English nanny and made her
want to stab the offending grown-up in the eye with an
umbrella.

Harper picked her Windbreaker off the hook and slipped
it on to cover the pretty scrollwork of Dragonscale scrawled
on her arms. She opened the door, but left it on the chain,
and peered out through the six-inch gap.

The girl might've been as old as eighteen or as young as
thirteen. With her face hidden behind her Captain America
mask, it was impossible to tell. Her head was shaved and if
Harper hadn’t heard her voice, she would’ve taken her for a
boy.

Her brother was possibly just half her age. The eyes that
peered out through the holes in his Tony the Tiger mask
were very pale—the light green of an empty Coke bottle.

“Trick and treat,” Captain America said again. A gold
locket, shaped like a hardcover book, hung outside her
moth-eaten turtleneck.



“You shouldn’t be knocking on doors for candy.” She
looked past them to the man smoking a cigarette on the
curb with his back to the house. “Is that your father?”

“We aren’t here to get a treat,” Captain America told her.
“We’'re here to give you one. And we’ve got tricks, too. You
can have one of each. That's why it's trick and treat. We
thought it would cheer people up.”

“You still shouldn’t be out. People are sick. If someone
sick touches someone who isn’t, they can give you the bad
thing they’'ve got.” She raised her voice and yelled past
them. “Hey, buddy! These kids shouldn’t be out! There’'s a
contagion on!”

“We're wearing gloves,” Captain America told her. “And
we won't touch you. No one is going to catch anything from
anyone. | promise. Sanitation is our number-one priority!
Don’t you want to see your treat?” She jabbed the boy with
her elbow.

The Tiger held open his bag. There was a bottle of
sugared gummy vitamins in there—prenatal vitamins, she
saw. Harper snapped her head up, eyeing one child and
then the other.

“What /s this?”

“They’'re like Sour Patch Kids,” said Captain America.
“But you can only take two a day. Are you all right?”

“What do you mean am | all right? Hang on a minute.
Who are you? | think | want to talk to your father.” She lifted
herself on tiptoes and hollered over their heads. “l want to
talk to you!”

The man sitting on the curb didn’t look at her, just waved
one hand in a sleepy, dismissive gesture. Or maybe he was
fanning the smoke away from his face. He blew a trickle of
smoke rings into the afternoon.

Captain America cast a casual glance over her shoulder
at the man on the curb. “That’'s not our father. Our father
isn’t with us.”

Harper dropped her gaze. The boy was still holding the
bag open for her to inspect his offering. “These are prenatal



vitamins. How do you know I'm pregnant? | don’t look
pregnant. Wait. Do I?”

Captain America said, “Not yet.”

“Who sent you here? Who told you to give this to me?”

“Don’t you want them? If you don’t want them, you don’t
have to take them.”

“It's not about whether | want them. You're very kind,
and | would, but—"

“Take them, then.”

The boy hung the bag on the doorknob and stepped
back. After a moment, Harper reached through the gap and
slipped the bag into the house.

“Now have a trick,” the girl said and held her own bag
open, so Harper could see what was inside.

Tony the Tiger didn't seem to have anything to say. He
never made a sound.

Harper looked into the bag. There was a slide whistle in
it, in plastic wrap.

“They’re really loud,” said Captain America. “You can
hear it all the way from here to Wentworth by the Sea. A
deaf person could hear it. Take it.”

“There’s nothing else in the bag,” Harper said. “You don't
have any other tricks to hand out.”

“You're our last stop.”

Harper wondered, for the first time, if she might be
dreaming. It felt like the kind of conversation that occurred
in @ dream. The children in their masks seemed like more
than children. They seemed like symbols. When the qirl
spoke, it felt like she was talking in a secret dream-code; a
psychologist could spend hours trying to puzzle it out. And
the boy. The boy just stood there staring at her. He never
blinked. When Harper spoke, he stared at her lips like he
wanted to kiss her.

She felt a brief but almost painful stab of hope. Maybe all
of it was a dream. Maybe she had a bad case of flu, or
something worse than flu, and everything that had
happened in the last three months was a vision inspired by



sickness. Wasn’t this exactly the kind of thing a person
would dream if she were on fire with a fever? Perhaps she
was only dreaming Jakob had left her and that she was
alone in an infected world, a world that was burning, and
her only visitors in weeks were a pair of masked children
who spoke in fortune-cookie messages.

| will take the whistle, Harper thought, and if I blow it, if |
blow hard, my fever will break, and | will wake up in bed,
covered in sweat, with Jakob pressing a cool washcloth to
my forehead.

The girl hung her bag from the doorknob and stepped
away. Harper took it, clutched the crinkling plastic to her
chest.

“Are you sure you're all right?” the girl asked. “Do you
need anything? | mean, besides your trick and your treat?
You don’t come outside anymore.”

“How do you know | don’t come outside anymore? How
long have you been watching me? | don’t know what you’'re
up to, but | don’t like games. Not unless | know who I'm
playing with.” She looked past them, elevated herself onto
her tiptoes once more, and shouted at the man sitting on
the curb with his back to her. “I don't like games, buddy
boy!”

“You're all right,” Captain America said, in a confident,
assertive tone. “If you need anything, just call.”

“Call?” Harper asked. “How am | supposed to call? | don’t
even know who you are.”

“That’s all right. We know who you are,” Captain America
said, and gripped the little boy by the shoulder, and turned
him away.

They walked swiftly down the path toward the street. As
they reached the curb, the man sitting there pushed himself
to his feet, and for the first time Harper saw he wasn't
smoking a cigarette, he was just smoking. He blew a last
mouthful of cloud, which disintegrated into a hundred small
butterflies of smoke. They scattered, flapping frantically
away into the smoggy morning.



Harper slammed the door, yanked the chain off, threw
the door open wide, took three reeling steps into the yard.

“Hey!” she shouted, her heart clouting against the inside
of her chest, as if she had just run a few laps around the
house.

The guy looked back over his shoulder at her and she
saw he was wearing a Hillary Clinton mask. For the first time
she noticed he was wearing slightly reflective yellow pants,
like the sort firemen wore.

“Hey, come back here!” she yelled.

The man walked the children swiftly away down the
sidewalk, disappearing behind a hedge. The boy was
practically skipping.

Harper crossed the yellowing grass, still clutching the
bag with the slide whistle in it. She reached the sidewalk
and looked around for them, blinking in the haze that drifted
perpetually along the street. It was thicker than usual today,
a pale mass that gradually erased the road, so that she
couldn’t see to the end of the block. The smoke swallowed
houses, lawns, telephone poles, and the sky itself. It had
swallowed the man and his children, too. Harper stared after
them, eyes watering.

When Harper was back in her house, she put the chain
on the door again. If a Quarantine Patrol showed up, that
chain might buy her enough time to get down into the
basement, out the back door, and into the woods. With her
carpetbag. And her slide whistle.

She was turning the whistle over in her hands, wondering
how loud it was, when she realized the house had gone
perfectly still. No music and no Marlboro Man. Somewhere in
the last few minutes, the batteries had died in her Hello
Kitty radio. The twenty-first century—like her masked
visitors—had briskly and unapologetically slipped away from
her, leaving her all on her own again.

Trick and treat, she thought.
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When her cell phone was close to dead, she knew it was
time to make the call she had been putting off—that if she
waited one more day she might not be able to make the call
at all. She had a glass of white wine to loosen herself up and
she rang her brother. Her sister-in-law Lindy answered.

In her early twenties, Lindy had parlayed her hobby of
fucking the bassists in second-string rock bands into a job at
a recording studio in Woodstock, which was what she was
doing when she met Connor. He was playing bass for a prog-
metal band called Unbreakable. They weren’t. Connor
wound up with a bald spot the size of a tea saucer and a job
installing hot tubs. Lindy became an instructor at an upscale
gym, where she taught aerobic pole dancing to housewives,
which she likened to being an animal trainer working with
walruses: “You want to throw sardines at them just for
turning in a complete circle without falling down.” Not long
afterward, Harper let her own gym membership lapse. She
couldn’t stop worrying about what the trainers said about
her in private.

“How are you, Lindy?” Harper asked.

“I don't know. | have a three-year-old. I'm too tired to
think about how I'm doing. Ask me again in twenty years, if
any of us are still around then. You must want Con.” She
lowered the phone and screamed, “Con! The Sis!”

Connor picked up. “Hey! It's the Sis! What’'s up?”

“I've got big news,” she said.

“Is it the monk? The monk in London?”

“No. What monk?”

“The one they shot trying to walk into the BBC. You don’t
know about the monk? Him and three others. They were all
sick. Long-term sick—this monk has been walking around



with the junk since February. They think he might've
infected literally thousands. They think he wanted to infect
the newsroom staff to make a political point. Terrorism by
way of disease. Crazy motherfucker. He was glowing like a
lightbulb when they cut him down.”

“It’'s not a disease, you know. Not in the traditional sense.
It's not a germ. It’s a spore.”

“Uh-huh. They talked to his followers when they rounded
them up. He was telling them they could /earn to control the
infection and not to infect others. That they could go home,
live among normal people. And if they did infect someone
they loved, well, they could just teach them how not to be
sick, too. He probably had a brain full of sickness. You had
some patients like that in the hospital, didn’t you? Crazies
with spore all over their brain?”

“It gets all over the brain, but | don't know if that's why
some people go crazy after they’re infected. Hearing you
could explode into flames at any second will put a lot of
mental strain on a person. Maybe the real surprise is that
anyone stays sane.” She thought she would know pretty
soon if the 'scale had any effect on a person’s mental state.
It was probably beginning to coat her brain right now.

“Is there something happening besides the terrorist
monk?” Connor asked.

She said, “I'm pregnant.”

“You're—" he said. “Ohmigod, Harpo! Oh my God! Lindy!
Lindy! Harpo and Jake got pregnant!”

In the background, Harper heard Lindy say, “She’s
pregnant,” in a flat tone that carried no note of celebration.
Then she said something else, in a lower tone; it sounded
like a question.

“Harpo!” Connor said. He was trying to sound joyous, but
she heard the strain in his voice, and she knew Lindy was
being unpleasant somehow. “I'm so, so happy for you. We
didn’t even know you were trying. We thought—"

In the background, but perfectly audible, Lindy said, “We
thought you’'d be crazy to get pregnant in the middle of a



plague, after you spent months in constant contact with
infectious people.”

“Do Mom and Dad know?” Connor asked, his voice
flustered. Then, before she could answer, he said, “Hang
on.”

She heard him press the phone to his chest to muffle it,
something she had seen him do dozens of times. She waited
for him to come back to her. Finally he did.

“Hey,” he said, out of breath, as if he had just run up a
flight of stairs. Maybe he had jogged upstairs to get away
from Lindy. “Where were we? I'm so happy for you. Do you
know the sex?”

“It’s too early for that.” She took a deep breath and said,
“What would you think if | came to visit for a while?”

“l think | would try to talk you out of it. You don’t want to
go on the road the way things are now. You can’t go thirty
miles without hitting a roadblock, and that’'s the least of
what’'s out there. If something happened to you, I'd never
forgive myself.”

“If | could come, though—speaking hypothetically—what
would happen if | turned up on your doorstep tomorrow?”

“l would start with a hug and we’d go from there. Is Jakob
on board with this plan? Does he know a guy with a private
plane or something? Put him on, | want to say
congratulations.”

“I can’t put him on. Jakob and | aren’t living together
anymore.”

“What do you mean, you aren't—what happened?”
Connor asked. He was silent for a moment. Then he said,
“Oh Jesus. He's sick, isn't he? That’s why you want to come.
Jesus, | knew you were being weird, but | thought—well,
you’'re pregnant, you're entitled.”

“I don't know if he’s sick,” she said softly. “But / am.
That's the bad news, Connor. | came down with it six weeks
ago. If | turned up on your doorstep, the last thing you’'d
want to do is hug me.”



“What do you mean?” His voice sounded small and
frightened. “How?”

“I don’t know. | was careful. It can’t have happened in the
hospital. They had us in rubber head to foot.” She was again
surprised at the calm she felt, staring the fact of her
sickness in the face. “Connor. The womb isn’t a good host
for the spore. There’s a strong chance the baby will be born
healthy.”

“Hang on. Hangonhangon. | mean. Oh God.” He sounded
like he was trying not to cry. “You're just a kid. Why’'d you
have to work in that hospital? Why’'d you have to fucking go
in there?”

“They needed nurses. That's what | am. Connor. | could
live with this for months. Months. Long enough to have the
baby by C-section. | want you and Lindy to have him after
I’'m gone.” The thought of Lindy being mother to her unborn
child was a bad one, but she forced herself not to think
about it. Connor, at least, would be a good dad: loving, and
patient, and funny, and a bit square. And her child would
have The Portable Mother for the tough times.

“Harper. Harper. I'm sorry.” His voice was strained and
close to a whisper. “It’s not fair. All you ever are is nice to
people. It's just not fair.”

“Shh. Shh, Connor. This baby is going to need you. And
I’'m going to need you.”

“Yeah. No. | mean—wouldn’t it be better if you went to a
hospital?”

“I can’t. | don’t know what it’s like in New York, but here
in New Hampshire they’'re sending the sick to a quarantine
camp in Concord. It's not a good place. There’'s no medical
treatment there. Even if the baby lives, | don’t know what
they’ll do with him. Where they’ll place him. | want the baby
to be with you, Connor. You and Lindy.” Just saying Lindy’s
name was hard. “Besides. People with the spore, when they
congregate, they sometimes set each other off. We know
that now. We saw it in the hospital. Going to a camp



crowded with other people who have this thing is a death
sentence. For me and probably the baby, too.”

“So what about our baby, Harper?” said Lindy, her voice
sharp and loud in Harper's ear. She had picked up an
extension. “I'm sorry. | am so fucking sorry | feel ill. | can't
imagine what you're going through. But, Harper. We have a
three-year-old. And you want us to hide you? You want us to
take you /in and risk you passing this infection to our chilad?
To us?”

“l could stay in your garage,” Harper whispered, but she
doubted Lindy heard her.

“Even if you don’t pass it to us, what happens if someone
finds out? What happens to Connor? To me? They’'re locking
people up, Harper. We're probably breaking six federal laws
even talking about this,” Lindy said.

Connor said, “Lindy, get off the phone. Let me talk to my
sister.”

“I am not getting off the phone. You are not making this
decision without me. | am not going to let her talk you into
risking all of our lives. You want to see our fucking little boy
burn to death? No. No. NOT happening.”

“Lindy. This is a private conversation,” Connor said—
whined, really. “This business is between me and Harp.”

“When it comes to decisions that could affect the safety
of our child, it stops being private business and starts being
Lindy business,” she said. “l would risk my life for either one
of you, but | will not risk my son’s life, and it isn’t right to
ask me to. Being a hero isn’t an option anymore when you
have a little kid. | know it, and Harper, you know it, too. If
you didn’t know it before you got pregnant, you know it now.
You want your baby to be okay. | understand, because | feel
the same way about mine. | am sorry, Harper. | am. But you
made your choices. We have to make ours. They aren’t
heroic choices, but they’ll keep our little boy alive until this
is all over.”

“Lindy,” Connor pleaded, although what he was pleading
for, Harper couldn’t guess.

”n



Because Lindy was awful, an awful person, someone who
liked being a mother because it gave her a child and a
husband to bully. Everything about her was horrible, from
her pointy nose to her pointy little tits to her pointed, shrill
voice . . . but she was right. Harper was a loaded gun now,
and you didn’t leave a loaded gun where a child could come
upon it. The thought crossed Harper’s mind, not for the first
time, that choosing to try to live was, in some ways, a
monstrous act, an act of towering, possibly homicidal
selfishness. Her death was a certainty now and she felt
everything depended on not taking anyone else with her, in
not putting anyone at risk.

But someone is already at risk. The baby is at risk.

Harper shut her eyes. A pair of candles burned on the
coffee table, and she could dimly apprehend their light
through her eyelids, a sickly red glow.

“Connor,” Harper said. “Lindy is right. | wasn’t thinking.
I’'m just scared.”

“Of course you are,” Lindy said. “Oh, of course you are,
Harper.”

“It was wrong to ask. I've been knocking around by
myself for too long—Jakob left last month, so he wouldn’t
get it, too. You spend too much time alone, you can talk
yourself into some really rotten ideas.”

“You ought to call your father,” Lindy said. “Fill him in on
what’s happening.”

“What?” Connor cried. “Jesus, Dad can’t know about this!
It'll kill him. He had a heart attack last year, Lindy. You want
him to have another?”

“He’s a smart man. He might have some ideas. Besides,
your parents have a right to know. Harper ought to be the
one to explain to them the situation she’s put us all in.”

Connor was sputtering. “If it doesn’t stop his heart, it'll
break it. Lindy, Lindy.”

“You might be right, Lindy,” Harper said. “You’'re the most
practical of any of us. | might have to call Mom and Dad at
some point. But not tonight. I've only got three percent



charge left on my phone, and | don’t want to give them the
bad news and then get disconnected. | want you to promise
you'll let me tell them. | don’t want them to hear it from you
and not be able to get in touch with me. Besides, like you
said: | made this situation, I'm the one who has to bear the
responsibility.”

Harper didn't have any intention of calling her parents
and telling them she would likely be dead within a year.
There would be no good in it. They were in their late sixties,
stranded in God’s waiting room, a.k.a. Florida. They couldn’t
help her from there and they couldn’t come to her; all they
could do was get an early start on mourning her, and Harper
didn’t see the point.

Nothing mollified Lindy faster than someone telling her
she was right, however, and when she spoke again, a kind
of hushed calm had come into her voice. “Of course I'll let
you be the one to tell them. You speak to them when you
can, and when you’re ready. If they need someone to talk to,
we’ll do what we can to comfort them from our end.” In a
distraught, distracted voice, she added: “Maybe this is the
thing that will finally bring your mother and me together.”

There was a silver lining, Harper thought. Maybe she was
going to burn to death, but at least it would give Lindy a
chance to bond with her mother-in-law.

“Lindy? Connor? My phone is about to die and | don’t
know when I'll be able to call again. | haven’t had power in
the house for days. Can | say good night to Connor Jr.? It
must almost be his bedtime.”

“Ah, Harper,” Connor said. “l don’t know.”

“Of course she can say good night to him,” Lindy said, on
Harper’s side now.

“Harp, you aren’t going to tell the little guy you're sick,
are you?”

“Of course she won’t,” Lindy said.

“I—1 don’t think you should tell him about the baby,
either. I don’t want him to get the idea in his head that he’s
going to have a— Jesus, Harper. This is really hard.” He



sounded like he was trying not to cry. “lI want to put my
arms around you, Sis.”

She said, “l love you, Con,” because whatever Jakob
believed about those three words, they still mattered to
Harper. They were as close to an incantation as any she
knew, had power other words lacked.

“I'll put Junior on,” Lindy said, her voice gentle, hushed,
as if she were speaking in a church. There was a plasticky
clatter as she put her extension down.

Her brother said, “Don’t be mad. Don’t hate us, Harper.”
He was speaking in a whisper, too, his voice hitching with
grief.

“I would never,” she said to her brother. “You have to
take care of each other. What Lindy said is just right. You're
doing the right thing.”

“Oh, Harp,” Connor said. He inhaled deeply, a wet,
choked breath, and said, “Here comes the kid.”

There followed a moment of silence as he passed the
phone over. Perhaps because it was so quiet, Harper caught
a noise in the street, the gravelly rumble and crash of a big
truck moving along the road. She was unused to hearing
traffic after dark, these days. There was a curfew.

Connor Jr. said, “Hi, Harper,” bringing her thoughts back
to the world on the other end of the line.

“Hi, Connor Jr.”

“Daddy is crying. He says he hit his head on sumpin’.”

“You have to give him a kiss and make it better.”

“Okay. Are you crying? Why are you crying, too? Did you
hit your head?”

“Yes.”

“Everyone is hitting their head!”

“It’s that kind of night.”

Something thumped. Connor Jr. cried, “l just hit my
head!”

“Don’t do that,” Harper said.

Harper noticed, in a distracted, half-conscious way, that
the big truck she had heard earlier was still out in the street,



still rumbling.

The thump thumped again.

“I hit my head again!” Connor Jr. said happily. “We all hit
our heads!”

“No more,” Harper said. “You'll give vyourself a
headache.”

“l1 did give myself a headache,” he announced with great
cheer.

She kissed the phone with a loud wet smack. “I kissed
the phone. Did you feel it?”

“Uh-huh! | did. Thank you. | feel better already.”

“Good,” she said.

The knocker slammed on the front door. Harper came up
off the couch, as startled as if she had heard a shot in the
street.

“Did you just thump your head again?” Connor Jr. asked.
“l heard you thump it real hard!”

Harper took a step toward the front hall. The thought was
in her that she was walking in the wrong direction—she
ought to be headed for the bedroom to get her carpetbagqg.
She couldn’t think of a single person who might be at the
door this time of the evening that she would want to see.

“Do you want a kiss to make it better?” Connor Jr. said.

“Sure. A kiss to make it better and a kiss good night,” she
said.

She heard a damp smooch, and then, in a soft, almost
shy tone, Connor Jr. said, “There. That should do it.”

“It did.”

“l have to go now. | got to brush my teeth. Then | get my
story.”

“Go have your story, Connor Jr.,” she said. “Good night.”

Out in the hall she heard a sound she didn’t recognize: a
rattling-rasping click-and-clack. A muted bang. She waited
for Connor Jr. to say good night back to her, but he never
did, and at last it came to her that there was something
different about the silence on the other end of the line.



When she lowered her phone she discovered it was dead,
had lost the last of its charge. It was just a paperweight now.

The raspy click-clack-bang came once more.

Harper stepped into the front hall but held up, two yards
from the door, listening to the stillness.

“Hello?” she asked.

The door opened four inches before the chain caught it
with another loud rattly bang. Jakob peered through the
open space into the hallway.

“Harper,” he said. “Hey, wanna let me in? | want to talk.”
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She stood just beyond the entrance to the den, looking
down the hall at the piece of Jakob she could see through
the gap between door and frame. He had a four-day growth
on his long, hollow-eyed face. They had talked, the way
people do, about who would play them in the movie version
of their lives (why anyone would want to make a movie
about an elementary school nurse and a man who answered
phones for the Public Works Department was another
question). She had thought Jason Patric, or maybe young
Johnny Depp for him, someone dark and wiry who looked
like he could do a handstand and who might occasionally
write poetry. Right now he looked like Jason Patric or Johnny
Depp in @ movie about heroin addiction. His face was damp
with sweat, and his eyes glittered with a fever brightness.
(Casting Harper had been easier—julie Andrews, obviously,
Julie Andrews at twenty-eight, not because they looked
anything alike, but because Harper wouldn’t consider
anyone else for the part. If they couldn’t get Julie Andrews
at twenty-eight, then they’d just have to call the movie off.)

He had not come home on his bike. Beyond him, idling
alongside the curb, was one of the town trucks, a pumpkin-
colored 2.5-ton Freightliner with a big snow-wing plow on
the front, battered and blackened from hard use. They had
kept the plows running day and night, clearing wreckage out
of the roads. There was always a car burning somewhere
that had to be moved.

She started down the hallway, hugging herself. The air
coming through the open slot of the door was cool and
smelled of fall, that spicy-sweet odor of apples and crushed
autumn leaves and distant smoke. Always smoke.



“You should’ve called,” she said. “I didn't know you were
coming over. | was going to sleep soon. | probably wouldn’t
have heard you.”

“l would’ve got in somehow. Kicked a window in.”

“I'm glad you didn’t. There’s no oil in the boiler. It's hard
enough keeping this house warm without windows bashed
in. It's getting cold out there.”

“You aren’t kidding. Want to let me in?”

She didn’t much care to answer that question, not even
to herself.

Harper wished he had come during the day. She could
readily imagine unthreading the chain for him on a bright,
sunny afternoon. But with the October darkness behind him,
and the October chill coming through the gap between door
and frame, it was impossible not to think about the last time
they’'d talked, and how he had made coming home sound
like a threat.

She pushed out a deep breath and said, “How are you?”

“Better. A lot better, Harp. I'm sorry | freaked you out.”
He gave her a hangdog look from beneath his long, almost
girlish eyelashes.

“What about the spore? You were worried you were
infected. Have you seen any other marks on you?”

“No. Nope. | panicked. I lost it. No excuses. I'm all right—
except for an incurable case of shame. You've got the
Dragonscale, but I'm the one who has been acting like—like
—" He looked away, back toward his Freightliner, then said,
“Shit. Should | go? Come back tomorrow? | just—wanted to
talk about stuff. | was overcome with a sudden late-night
desire to convince my wife I'm not a hysterical piece of
shit.”

“l want to talk, too. | think we need to.”

“Right?” he said. “About the baby? If we're going to do
this thing—if we’re going to have this kid—we’'re going to
need a plan. Next March is a long way off. You want to
unlock this gun, though? I’'m cold.”



“Hang on,” she said. She pushed the door shut and put
her hand on the chain. She slid it down the slot, to the open
hole, then caught herself, playing back what he had just
said. She had misheard him, she thought. Her ears had
played a trick on her.

“Jakob,” she said, holding the chain in place. “Did you say
something about a gun?”

“What? No. No. | don’t—would you let me in? I'm freezing
my narrow little ass off out here.”

She looked through the peephole. He stood very close to
it, so she could only see his right ear, part of his face.

“Jakob,” she said. “You're scaring me a little. Will you
show me your hands?”

“Okay. | think you're the one being paranoid now, but
okay. Now watch. Here are my hands.” He took a step back
from the door and held out his hands to either side of his
body.

His left foot shot up and into the door. The chain flew
loose. The door smashed her in the face and drove her
stumbling back and down onto her ass.

His right hand came up with the gun, a small revolver,
pulling it from one deep pocket of his track pants. He did not
point it at her. He stepped in through the door and elbowed
it shut behind him.

“l want things to be nice,” he said. He held his free hand
up, palm out, in a placating gesture.

She got up on all fours and started to scramble away,
trying to stand.

“Stop,” he said.

She didn’t stop. She thought she could get around the
corner and into the kitchen, make it down the stairs to the
basement and out the back door. When she stood, though,
he kicked the back of her left leg, behind the knee, and she
went down again.

“Babygqirl, stop,” he said. “Don’t.”

She rolled onto her side. He stood over her with the gun,
giving her a perplexed look.



“Stop,” he repeated. “l don’t want it to be like this. | want
things to be like we talked about. | want things to be nice.”

She began to crawl again. When he took a step toward
her, she grabbed at the side table, the one with the
driftwood lamp on it, and twisted it, trying to throw it at him.
He batted it aside, hardly glanced at it, his gaze fixed on
her.

“Please,” he said. “l don’t want to hurt you. The thought
makes me sick.”

He reached out with his left hand, offering to help her up.
When she didn’t take it, he bent forward and grabbed her
upper arm and dragged her to her feet. She struggled to pull
loose but he yanked her off balance so she fell against him,
into his chest. Then he wrapped her in an embrace, holding
her against him.

“Please,” he said, rocking back and forth with her.
“Please. | know you’'re scared. I'm scared, too. We have a
right to be scared. We’'ve both got this thing and we’'re
dying.” The gun was there, against the small of her back.
Her shirt was hiked up and she could feel cold metal against
her spine. “l want it to be like we talked about. | want it to
be nice. | want it to be good and easy. | don't want to go out
desperate and scared and crying, and | don’t want you to
die that way, either. | adore you too much for that.”

“Don’t touch me,” she said. “We don’'t know if you're
sick. I don’t want to pass it to you.”

“I know it. | know | have it. | know I'm going to die. We
both are. It's just a matter of how.”

He loosened his grip on her. He was kissing her—sweetly,
devoutly. He kissed her hair. He kissed her forehead. When
she shut her eyes, he kissed her eyelids, each one, and she
shivered.

“You shouldn’t kiss me,” she whispered.

“How am | supposed to keep from kissing you? It was the
sweetest thing | ever had.”

She opened her eyes and looked into his face. “Jakob. |
can feel you're hot, but | don’'t see any marks on you. How



can you be sure you're infected?”

He shook his head. “My hip. It started yesterday and it’s
got worse and worse. My whole hip is on fire.”

Jakob had his right arm loosely around her waist, the gun
grazing her spine. He reached up with his other hand and
drew his knuckles along her cheek in a gentle, smoothing
gesture. She shivered helplessly.

“Let’'s go sit down. Let's have it like we talked about.
Let’s have it nice, just like we both wanted.”
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He steered her into the den, where, half a year before, they
had sat together drinking white wine and watching people
jump from the top of the Space Needle. He gripped her
upper arm like he was preparing to disjoint it, twist it loose
from her body the way a person might wrench a drumstick
off a roast chicken. Then he seemed to realize he was
hurting her and he let go and slipped his palm—gently,
almost tenderly—along her biceps.

The shadows in the room shifted this way and that in the
red candlelight.

“Let’s sit,” said the shadow beside her, one among the
many. “Let’s talk.”

Jakob sank into his favorite chair, the Great Egg of Jakob .

. a chair made of wicker with an egg-shaped frame and a
hole in the side, a cushion nestled within. He was a small
man and he could cross his legs Buddha-style and still fit
himself entirely within the wicker teardrop. He put the gun
in his lap.

She perched on the edge of the coffee table to face him.
“l want to look at your hip. | want to see the ’scale.”

“You want to tell me | don’t have it, but | know | have it.”

“Will you show me your hip?”

He paused, then stretched one leg out through the eqgg,
and rolled a little onto his side. Jakob pushed down the
elastic waistband of his track pants, to show her the hollow
of his right hip, which was a bloody, abraded mess. The
flesh was yellowish-black beneath a cross-hatching of deep
scratches. It appalled her to look at it.

“Oh, Jakob. What did you do? | told you, if you find a
mark on you, leave it alone.”



“l can’t stand to look at it. | can’t stand to have it on me.
| don’t know how you can bear it. | get a little nuts. | tried
scraping it off with a razor.” He made a choked, ragged
noise that could not quite pass for laughter.

Harper narrowed her eyes, looking it over, “The ’'scale
calcifies into bright flecks. | don’t see any flecks.”

“It’s yellow. All around the edges.”

“That’s bruise. That's just bruise. Jakob . . . is this the
only mark on you?”

“On the inside of my knee. And an elbow. Don’t ask to
see them. I’'m not here for a medical exam.” He turned to sit
properly and allowed the waistband of his track pants to
snap back into place.

“Are they all like that?”

“l scratched them up the same. | got hysterical. I'm
ashamed of that now, but it's true.”

“I don't think that's Dragonscale. I've seen a lot of it, |
should know. And Jakob: you’'ve been out of this house six
weeks. Almost seven. If you don’t have it yet, that probably
means—"

“It means you’ll say anything to stop what happens next.
| knew you’'d try and tell me | wasn’t sick. | could’ve scripted
this entire conversation. You think | don’t know what a burn
feels like? It hurts all the time.”

“It's infected, Jakob, but not with the trychophyton. It's
infected because you clawed yourself up and it hasn’t been
treated or dressed. Jakob. Please. You're healthy. You should
leave. You should go right now.”

“Stop it. Stop bargaining and stop lying. | don’t want to
hate you right now, but every time you tell me another lie,
to try and save yourself, | just want to shut you up.”

“When was the last time you ate?”

“l don’t know how you can even talk about food. Maybe |
should just do it right now. This is awful. This isn’t like we
talked about. We talked about making love and having
music and reading our favorite poems to each other. We
talked about making it nice, a little party for two. But you're



just scared, and if | didn’t have this gun you’d run away.
You’'d run and let me die by myself. Without a shred of guilt
about what you did to me. About passing it to me. That's the
real reason you keep telling me I'm okay, | think. You're not
just lying to me. You're lying to yourself. You can’t face it.
What you did.”

His voice was serene, without the slightest trace of the
hysteria she had heard when they talked on the phone. His
gaze was serene, too. He watched her with the sort of
glassy calm Harper associated with the mentally ill, people
who sat on park benches chatting gaily with invisible
friends.

His newfound calm did not entirely surprise her. Terror
was a fire that held you trapped in the top floor of a burning
building; the only way to escape it was to jump. He had
been stoking himself up to this last leap for weeks. She had
heard it in his voice, every time they talked on the phone,
even if she didn’t recognize it at the time. He had made his
choice at last and it had brought him the peace he was
looking for. He was ready to go out the window; he wanted
only to be holding her hand on the way down.

What did surprise her was her own calm. She wondered
at it. In the days before the Earth began to burn, she had
carried anxiety with her to work every morning and brought
it home with her every night; a nameless, inconsiderate
companion that had a habit of poking her in the ribs
whenever she was trying to relax. And yet in those days
there was nothing really to be anxious about. Her head
would spin at the thought of defaulting on her student loans,
of getting into another yelling match with her neighbor
about his dog’s habit of tearing open garbage and spreading
it all over her lawn. And now she had a baby in her, and
sickness crawling on her skin, and Jakob was crazy, sitting
there watching her with his gun, and there was only this
quiet readiness, which she irrationally believed had been
waiting for her all her life.



At the end, | get to be the person | always wanted to be,
she thought.

“Is that really so terrible?” she asked. “Is it really so awful
that | wanted to believe you didn’t have it? | wanted you
and the baby to make it. | wanted that more than | ever
wanted anything, Jake.”

Something seemed to dim in his eyes. His shoulders
drooped.

“Well, that was stupid. No one is going to make it. The
whole world is toast. Literally. The planet is going to be a
cinder by the time we’re done with it. Everyone is going to
die. This is the last generation. | think we always knew that.
Even before Dragonscale. We knew we were going to choke
on our pollution and run out of food and air and all the rest
of it.”

He could not resist lecturing her, even in the last minutes
of her life, and it came to her then that she hadn’t been in
love with him for years. He was a tiresome know-it-all. This
was followed by a second, startling notion that she wasn’t
quite ready to process, which was that she hadn’t gone to
work in the hospital hoping to be Florence Nightingale, no
matter what he said. She had gone to work there because
she wasn't interested in her own life anymore. She had
never felt she was putting anything of great value at risk.

This was followed by a slow throb of anger, which she felt
as a hot prickle in her Dragonscale. Jakob had done that to
her—plunged his philosophical syringe into her life and tried
to suck all the simple happiness out of it. In a sense, he had
been trying to kill her for years.

She felt herself getting ready. She didn’t even know for
what. She was gathering her courage for some act that was
as yet unclear to her, but which she felt was coming,
rushing toward her.

“l read your book,” she said.

And there, she saw a flicker of something human,
something besides his patient, beatific, dangerous calm.
Behaviorists talked about micro-expressions, emotions that



jumped to the surface, revealing all, in a flicker almost too
fast to catch. For the briefest instant he regarded her with
uncertainty and a blanch of discomfort. It was a wonder,
how much information could pass between two people in a
single glance, without a word being said. He had, after all,
really cheated on her with any number of their friends. That
momentary look of shame was as good as a confession.

“Pretty dirty, dude,” she said. “l was getting hot flashes
that don’t have anything to do with Dragonscale.”

“l asked you not to read it,” he said.

“So shoot me.”

He made a harsh barking sound. It took her a moment to
identify this noise as laughter.

She exhaled again and threw her hands down and shook
them, as if they were wet and she were air-drying them.
“Whoo. All right. The world is going to have to burn out
without us. | want something good before | go.”

He gave her a dull, hopeless look.

“Please. I'll try,” she said. “I'll try to make it nice.”

“I don't know if it'll do any good. I'm not in the mood
anymore. | think maybe | just want to get it over with.”

“But /’'m not ready. And you want it to feel right for me,
don’t you? Besides. I'm not going without getting laid once
more.” And she laughed and tried to smile. “You’ve got no
one to blame but yourself, Jakob Grayson. Leaving a bored
and lonely woman all alone with that pile of shameless
filth.” Gesturing with her head at the manuscript on the
desk.

He smiled himself, although it looked forced. “Sex means
more to you than it does to me. | know that turns the
stereotype on its head. You really live in your body more
than | do. It’s one of the things | always found exciting about
you. But now—at the moment, | suppose | regard the sexual
act with a certain amount of disgust.”

She turned and crossed to the Hello Kitty boom box on
the shelf. She had brought it in here the other day after
discovering fresh batteries in the basement.



“What are you doing?” Jakob asked.

“Music.”

“I don’t need music. I'd rather just talk.”

“I need music. And a drink. You need a drink, too.”

Finally, something got through to him. He said, “I'd kill for
a drink.” He made the harsh barking sound again, the one
that seemed to stand for laughter.

He could’ve shot her already, if her death was all he
wanted, but it wasn’t. Part of him wanted more: a last kiss, a
last fuck, a Ilast drink, or maybe something deeper,
forgiveness, absolution. Harper wasn’t inclined to let him
have any of it, but was happy to let him hope. It was
keeping her alive. She turned on the FM. The classic-rock
station was playing an oldie but a goodie. A lovestruck
Romeo was getting ready to start the serenade, you and
me, babe, how ’'bout it, and for no reason at all, Harper
thought of Hillary Clinton.

She stood in front of the sound box, moving her hips from
side to side. She didn’'t doubt that Jakob currently regarded
sex with disgust, but he wasn’t the only one who had taken
some psychology courses in college. She hadn’t forgotten
what lay just across the border from disgust.

She kept her back to him for maybe ten seconds,
pretending to be lost in the music, then cast a slow look
over her shoulder. His gaze was fixed raptly upon her.

“You hurt me,” she said. “You threw me down.”

“I'm sorry. That was across the line.”

“Except in the bedroom,” she said.

He narrowed his eyes, and she knew she had pushed it
too far, had strained his credulity—she never talked that
way about sex—but before he could speak, she said, “Our
bottle!” As if she were just remembering. “l want to have
that bottle of wine we Dbrought back from France.
Remember? You said it was the best you ever had and we
should save it for something important.” She gave him what
she hoped was a wry look and said, “Is this important
enough?”



The wines were all there in the study with them, the
whites in the cooler that wasn’t keeping them cool anymore,
the reds in the cupboard. Whenever they went somewhere,
they bought a bottle of wine, the way other people bought
fridge magnets. They hadn’t gone so many places, though,
in the last few years. She grabbed for the honeymoon
French Bordeaux, and her palm was so damp with sweat it
almost slipped out of her grasp and flew across the room at
him. She imagined him jumping in surprise and shooting her
in the stomach, just out of reflex. Killing her and the baby in
one shot, which, when she thought about it, would be
perfectly in keeping with Jakob’s character. He was
parsimonious by nature, hated waste; he had often scolded
her for using too much milk in her cereal.

She pinned the bottle between her body and her right
arm, and took two wine goblets from where they hung under
one of the bookshelves. The deep crystal glasses clinked
musically together, while her hands trembled. She got the
corkscrew.

Her plan was to use it to pull the cork, then ask him to
pour the wine. And while he was pouring it, she would
wiggle the cork off the screw and stab him in the face. Or, if
she didn’'t have the stomach for that, she would at least try
to impale him in the back of the hand that held the gun.

She sat down on the edge of the coffee table, facing him
and the Great Egg. The gun rested on his knee, the barrel
pointing at her, but without any particular intention. She
had the corkscrew in her right hand, the twisted point
sticking between her middle and ring fingers. He was a long
way off—she would have to throw herself at him to get the
corkscrew into his face. But maybe he would be closer when
he poured the wine. Maybe.

Then she shifted her gaze to his eyes and saw him
staring at her with icy speculation. His face was pale and
still and nearly expressionless.

“Do you think if you get me drunk and fuck me, it'll
change my mind about what has to happen?” he asked her.



She said, “l thought getting drunk and making love and
having a good time was the whole idea. Doing it on our
terms. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“It is. But I'm still not clear that's what you want. | don’t
know if that’s what you ever wanted. Maybe in some vapid,
Lifetime movie sense, you liked the idea of pulling a Romeo
and Juliet, and dying side by side, but you were never really
committed. You never thought it would happen. Now it’s
time, and you’'ll do anything to get out of it. Including whore
yourself.” He rocked back and forth and then said, “I know
it’s politically incorrect to say, but what the hell, we’re both
about to die: I've never thought much of the intelligence of
women. I've never once met a woman who had any true
intellectual rigor. There’s a reason things like Facebook and
airplanes and all the other great inventions of our time were
made by men.”

“Yeah,” she said. “So they could get laid. Are we going to
drink this wine or what?”

He made the barking sound again. “You're not even
going to deny it?”

“Which part? The part about how women are stupid, or
the part about how I don’t really want to kill myself with
you?”

“The part where you think you can shake your ass and
make me forget what | came here to do. Because it’s getting
done. If nothing else, | have a moral obligation to stop you
from going out in the world and infecting someone else like
you infected me.”

“Thought you said the world was going to end, so what
would it matter? What would it—" But she couldn’t talk
anymore. Something awful was happening.

The cork wouldn’t come out of the bottle.

It was a fat cork, sealed with dribbles of wax, and she
had the bottle under her arm and was pulling at the
corkscrew with the other hand, but the cork wouldn’t give in
the slightest, felt fixed in place.



He reached across the table with his left hand and caught
the neck of the bottle and tugged it out from under her arm.
His right hand continued to grip the gun.

“l told you these needed to be kept someplace dry,” he
said. “The cork swells. | told you it was a mistake to just
stick the reds in the cabinet.”

| told you had to be some kind of karmic opposite to the
words / love you. He had always found it much easier to say
“l told you.” It would’ve been something to resent, if she
didn’t feel all the breath go out of her. Because now Jakob
had the corkscrew. She had let him take it without a
struggle, without an objection, the only weapon she had.

He squeezed the bottle between his thighs, hunched and
pulled. His neck reddened and cords stood out in it. Those
fat blobs of wax split and the cork began to move. She
looked at the gun. He still held it with his free hand—but it
shifted a titch, to point more toward the bookshelf behind
her.

“Get your glass,” he said. “It's coming.”

She picked up her goblet and scootched forward, so her
knees bumped his. Time began to move in small, careful
increments. The cork moved another centimeter. And
another. And came out with a perfect little pop. He exhaled
and set the corkscrew down by his knee, where she couldn’t
reach it.

“Have a taste,” he said, and spilled a trickle into her
outstretched glass.

Jakob had taught her how to drink wine when they were
in France, had instructed her in the subject with great
enthusiasm. She stuck her nose into the cavern of the glass
and inhaled, filled her nostrils with peppery fumes so strong
it was possible to imagine getting drunk off them alone. It
smelled good, but instead she flinched and frowned.

“Oh, damn it, does everything have to be wrong?” She
lifted her gaze. “It went over. It's complete vinegar. Do we
get another one? We’'ve got that one from Napa. The one
you said all the collectors want.”



“What? It's not even ten years old. That doesn’t seem
right. Let me see.” He bent toward her, coming halfway out
of the Egg.

His eyes widened the instant before she moved. He was
quick, almost quick enough to duck out of the way, but that
little lean was all she needed.

She smashed the glass into his face. The goblet
shattered with a pretty, tuneful sound, and glass fangs tore
open the skin in bright red lines, carving across his
cheekbone, the bridge of his nose, and his eyebrow. It
looked like a tiger cub had swiped at his face.

He screamed and lifted the gun and it went off. The
sound of it was a shattering slam, right next to her head.

A shelf of books behind her exploded and the air filled
with a snowstorm of flying pages. Harper came to her feet,
pitching herself to her left, toward the door to the bedroom.
She smashed a knee against the edge of the coffee table,
coming around it, registered the impact but felt no pain.

An awesome silence gathered around her, the only noise
in it a high-pitched whining, the sound of a struck tuning
fork. A torn sheet of paper, part of some book, floated down
and caught against her chest, stuck there.

The recoil flipped the Great Egg straight back, with Jakob
still in it. The bottle flew as he fell backward, sailed across
the room, and clubbed her in the shoulder. She kept going,
crossed the den in three steps, and reached the door to the
bedroom. The doorframe exploded to the left of her ear,
throwing white chunks of wood into her hair, into her face.
The sound of the gun going off was so muffled, it was like
hearing a car door slam in the street. Then she was through,
into the bedroom.

She snatched thoughtlessly at the sheet of paper stuck to
her chest, pulled it back, stared down at it, saw a handful of
words:

his hands were the hands of some amazing
conductor playing all the symphonies of blazing and



burning to bring down the tatters and charcoal ruins of
history.

She flung it aside, behind her, back into the den, and
slammed the door after it.
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There was a lock on the door that she didn’t bother with. No
point. It was a button lock and he’d kick right through it. She
wasn’'t even sure the door would stay shut, half the
doorframe missing where a bullet had smashed into it.

She grabbed the wooden chair to the left of the door and
flung it down, something to put in the way. Her carpetbag
was at the foot of the bed, clothes stacked inside under The
Portable Mother. She caught it by the leather handles and
kept going, on to the window that looked over the backyard.
She flicked the lock and shoved it up. Behind her, the chair
shattered with a muffled crunch.

The hill behind the house dropped steeply, a long grade
that led down to the trees. The bedroom appeared to be on
the first floor, if you were looking at the house from the
front. But when you came around back, it was possible to
see the bedroom was really on the second floor: a finished,
walk-in basement was beneath it. From the bedroom
window, it was a fifteen-foot drop into darkness.

As she threw her legs over the sill, she looked down and
saw she was pouring blood, the whole front of her white
halter soaked with it. She couldn’t feel where she had been
hit. She couldn’t take time to think about it. She jumped,
dragging her bag. The window exploded outward behind her
as Jakob put a bullet in it.

She fell and expected to hit the ground and didn’t and
fell some more. Her stomach flipped inside her. Then she
hit, her right foot folding under her with a breathtaking flash
of pain. She thought of pianos falling in silent movies,
shattering on impact, ivory keys spilling over the sidewalk
like so many scattered teeth.



Harper lunged off balance, fell forward, hit the dirt,
rolled, and rolled, and rolled. She lost her grip on the
carpetbag. It tumbled along with her, flinging its contents
into the darkness. Her right ankle felt as if it had been
shattered, but it couldn’t be shattered, because if it were,
Jakob would catch her and he would kill her.

She flopped to a halt two-thirds of the way down the
steep slope, the smoke-filled night sky whirling overhead. At
one edge of her vision, she could see her tall, narrow house
looming over her. At the other, she could see the edge of
the woods, the trees half shed of their leaves, skeletons in
rags. All she wanted to do was lie there and wait for the
world to stop moving.

But there wasn’t time for that. It would take him all of
twenty seconds to get down the stairs into the basement
and out the back door.

She pushed herself up. The ground tilted precariously
beneath her, felt as unsteady as a dock floating on a
turbulent lake. She wondered if some of the dizziness was
blood loss, looked at her soaked blouse, at the deep red
stain down the front of it, and smelled wine. He had not put
a bullet in her after all. It was the honeymoon Bordeaux; she
was wearing it. All of France’'s wine country was nothing but
ash now, which meant the stain on her blouse was probably
worth a few thousand dollars on the black market. She had
never worn anything so expensive.

Harper put her left hand on the ground to steady herself
and planted it on some shirts and something wrapped in
crinkly plastic. The slide whistle. God knew why she had
packed it.

She shoved herself up and off the ground. Harper left her
carpetbag and her scattered clothes and The Portable
Mother, but she held on to the slide whistle. She took her
first step toward the woods, and her right leg nearly folded
underneath her. Something grated, and there was a flash of
pain so intense her knees buckled. She might not be shot,



but she had fractured something in her ankle, there was no
doubt about it.

“Harper!” Jakob screamed from up the hill behind her.
“Stop running, Harper, you bitch!”

The fractured bone in her ankle grated again, and a flash
of pain, brilliant and white, went off behind her eyes. For a
moment she was running blind and close to crumpling,
passing out. In action movies, people dropped out of
windows all the time and it was no big deal.

As she ran, she found herself pulling at the cellophane
wrap on the slide whistle. It was thoughtless, automatic
action, her hands operating of their own accord.

On her next step, she put too much weight on the right
foot, and the ankle folded, and she screamed weakly,
couldn’t help it. A spoke of withering pain lanced straight
from her ankle into her pelvis. She went down on one knee,
behind some scrubby hemlocks.

She lifted the whistle and blew, pulling out the slide, so it
made a shrill, out-of-place carnival sound in the forest. It
was /oud. That first gunshot had done something to her
ears, bruised her eardrums and muffled her hearing, but the
slide whistle cut right through it, loud as a bottle rocket
whining away into the night.

“Harper, you bitch! My face! Look what you did to my
face!” Jakob roared. He was closer now, almost to the
woods.

Harper pushed herself up again. She staggered deeper in
among the trees, holding a hand up in front of her to protect
her face from branches. Every time she put weight on her
right foot, it was like her ankle breaking all over again.
Sweet crisp leaves crunched beneath her heels.

She was scared now, as scared as she could ever
remember being in her life, and the sound of her fear was
the wheeeeeee-ooooop of a pennywhistle, slicing through
the night. She didn’t know why she was blowing it again. It
would lead Jakob right to her.



She loped jaggedly off course. No, that wasn’t right; for
her to wander off course, she needed to have a course, and
she had no idea where she was going. The pennywhistle fell
from her hand and she went on without looking back. She
put her right foot in a soft depression, and wrenched her
ankle again, and cried out softly, and fell to one knee.

“I'm coming, Harper!” Jakob yelled, and he made the
barking sound of laughter. “Wait till you see what I'm going
to do to yourface!”

Harper reached out, blindly, to the right, for a tree trunk
that remained stubbornly out of reach. She was in danger of
falling onto her side. If that happened, she wouldn’t be able
to get up. She would be lying there, curled in the fetal
position, gasping for breath, when Jakob found her and
began pumping bullets into her.

Leaves crackled and someone took her hand. She opened
her mouth to cry out and the sound caught in her throat.
She stared up into Captain America’s stoic, blank face.

“Come on,” said Cap in a girl’s voice, and she hauled
Harper to her feet.

They hurried along the edge of the forest, holding hands,
the bald girl showing Harper the way. Her feet hardly
seemed to touch the ground, and Harper felt again what she
had felt when they first met, that this wasn’t happening, this
was being dreamt.

The girl led Harper to an oak that had probably been old
when Kennedy was shot. There were boards nailed into the
trunk, leading up into the branches, remnant of some long-
forgotten tree house. Harper thought of the Lost Boys,
thought of Peter Pan.

“Up,” the girl whispered. “Quick.”

“Quick-ly,” said the Fireman, as he came out of the
bushes from Harper’'s right. His face was so filthy it was
nearly black, and he was wearing his big fireman’s helmet
and sooty yellow coat, and the halligan swung from one
hand. “Proper usage, Allie. Try not to distort my language
with your horrible Americanisms.” And he grinned.



“He’s coming,” Allie said.

“I'll send him on his way,” said the Fireman.

Jakob cursed, from somewhere close by. Harper could
hear him crashing through the brush.

She climbed into the tree, using her right knee instead of
her foot. It wasn’t easy, and the girl was close behind her,
shoving at her ass with both hands.

“Will you hurry up,” Allie hissed.

“I busted my ankle,” Harper said, reaching for a wide
branch above her and pulling herself onto it.

She hitched her rear to one side, sliding out across the
branch to make room for the girl. They were about twelve
feet off the ground and Harper could see through the leaves
of the oak to the small open area below. The Fireman did not
go far—just a few steps in the direction of Jakob’s crashing
noises. Then he positioned himself behind a sumac and
waited.

A breeze, smelling faintly of bonfires, lifted and tossed
Harper’'s hair. She turned her face into it—and realized she
could see her house through the trees. By daylight, she
would have a good view of her own back deck and the
windows into the kitchen from here.

Jakob spilled from the bushes, going past the Fireman
without seeing him. Jakob’s face was bleeding; the
laceration below his left eye was particularly bad, a flap of
skin wobbling and hanging down over his cheekbone. He
had leaves in his hair and a fresh scrape on his chin. He
carried the gun low, at his side, barrel pointed toward the
forest floor.

“Oil” said the Fireman. “Why are you running about with
a gun? Someone could get hurt. | hope you have the safety
on.”

Jakob made a sound, a little cry of surprise that was also
like a sharp, indrawn breath, and turned, lifting the revolver.
The Fireman brought the halligan down, that long rusty bar,
with tools bristling from either end. It whistled in the air and
struck the barrel of the gun with a clang. The pistol dropped



and thudded to the ground and went off and the flash lit the
forest.

“No, | guess not,” said the Fireman.

“Who the fuck are you?” Jakob asked. “You with Harper?”

The Fireman cocked his head to one side and seemed to
consider this for a moment, his eyes puzzled. Then his face
brightened, and he opened his mouth in a generous, toothy
grin.

“Yes, | suppose | am,” he said, and rocked back on his
heels, as if this were something he had only just realized
and found delightful. It came to Harper, then, that he was
crazy—as crazy as Jakob. “Harper. Like Harper Lee, |
imagine. | only knew her as Nurse Grayson. Harper.
Wonderful name.” He cleared his throat and added, “I
suppose I'm also the man telling you to sod off. These
woods don’t belong to you.”

“Who the fuck do you think they belong to?” Jakob asked.

“Me,” said the Fireman. “l fucking think they fucking
belong the fuck to me. | can swear, too, mate. I'm English.
We swear without fear. The C-word? We say that too: cunt
cunt cunty cunt cuntcunt.” Without dropping the grin he
said, “Go on, now. Get lost, you loudmouthed cunt.”

Jakob stared at the Fireman warily, seemed genuinely not
to know what to say or what to do. Then he turned and bent
over, reaching for his gun.

The Fireman lashed out with the halligan, using it like a
polo stick, striking the pistol and knocking it away into the
ferns. Jakob did not hesitate, but pivoted and threw himself
at the thin, wiry Englishman. The Fireman lifted the halligan,
bringing it up between them, but then Jakob had his hands
on it, and they were wrestling over it, and Jakob was the
stronger man.

Stronger, and he had better balance . . . that sense of
balance that carried him across tightropes and allowed him
to perch comfortably on a unicycle. He set his feet and
twisted at the waist, lifting the Fireman right off the ground,



swinging him half a foot through the air and slamming him
into the trunk of the very oak Harper sat in.

Harper felt the force of the impact shake the tree branch
beneath her, felt the whole tree shudder.

Jakob pulled the bar back a few inches and slammed the
Fireman into the tree again. The Fireman grunted, and all
the air shot out of him, a whistling exhalation through his
nostrils.

“You motherfucker,” Jakob was saying, almost chanting.
“I'll ' kill you, motherfucker, I'll kill you, and I'll kill her, and I'll
—" His voice trailed off; he had run out of people to kill.

He slammed the Fireman into the tree again, and the
Fireman’s helmet cracked loudly against the trunk. Harper
flinched and caught a shout in her throat. Allie, though, had
her hand on her knee, and she squeezed it.

“Watch,” she whispered. She had pulled the mask down
around her neck, and Harper saw a beauty: chocolate eyes
that glittered with hilarity, tomboy freckles, and delicate
features that seemed even sharper and clearer because her
head was shaved smooth, to better show the hollows of her
temples and her fine bones. “Look at his hand.”

And Harper saw that the Fireman’s bare left hand was
boiling with gray smoke. The left hand had let go of the
halligan bar and dropped to the Fireman’s side. Harper
flashed to a memory—the Fireman wrestling with Albert in
the hallway off the emergency room, and trying to yank his
glove off with his teeth.

Jakob pulled back on the halligan bar, meaning to drive
the Fireman into the tree trunk again. But at that moment
the Fireman reached over the bar and put his hand on
Jakob’s throat, and fire belched from his palm.

That flame was as blue as a blowtorch. The Fireman’s
hand wore a glove of radiant fire. The blaze roared like a
rising wind and Jakob screamed and let go of the halligan
and fell away. He screamed again, grabbing at his blackened
throat. His feet got tangled and he went straight down on



his ass and then he sprang up once more and ran, heaving
himself blindly through the branches and brush.

The Fireman watched him go, his left hand a torch. Then
he opened his filthy yellow turnout jacket, put his burning
hand under it, and clapped the jacket shut, trapping his
hand between the coat and his shirt.

He opened the jacket and shut it and opened it again,
beating at his hand calmly—he looked rather like a child
trying to use his armpit to make farts—and the third time he
opened the jacket, the flame had gone out and the hand
was spewing filthy black smoke. He waved the hand in the
air, letting the smoke boil off it. In the distance, Harper
could hear branches snapping and brush crackling, the
sound of Jakob running away. In another moment the woods
were quiet except for the alien chirp of night insects.

The Fireman held up his left hand, drew a deep breath,
and blew away the last of the smoke. His palm was sketched
with Dragonscale. Those fine, delicate black lines were
ashed over now, the surface snow white, with a few sparks
nested here and there, glowing faintly. The rest of the skin
covering his hand was—fine. Clean and healthy and pink
and impossibly unburnt.

Allie said, “I love it when he does that, but his best trick
is when he makes a phoenix. It's better than fireworks.”

“True enough!” said the Fireman, turning his head and
grinning cheekily up at them. “l put the Fifth of November
and the Fourth of July to shame. Who needs Roman candles
when you’'ve got me?”



BOOK TWO
LET YOUR DIM LIGHT SHINE



1

Allie was first out of the tree, grabbing the branch and
swinging to the ground. Harper meant to go down by way of
the rudimentary ladder nailed into the trunk, but as soon as
she slid off the branch she had been sitting on, she dropped.

The Fireman was there to break her fall. He didn’t exactly
catch her. He just happened to be below her when she went
down. She flattened him under her and they hit the dirt
together. The back of her head smashed him in the nose.
Her right heel bounced off the ground. The pain that shot
through her ankle was exquisite.

They groaned in each other’s arms, like lovers.

“Fuck,” she said. “Fuck fuck fuck.”

“Is that the best you can do?” the Fireman asked. He was
holding his nose and blinking back tears. “Just a lot of ‘fuck
fuck fuck’ over and over again? Can’t you expand your
range a little? Goddamn bloody arsefoam. Daddy drilling
Mommy on the kitchen table. That sort of thing. Americans
curse without any imagination at all.”

Harper sat up, her shoulders hitching with her first sobs.
Her legs were trembling and her ankle was broken and Jakob
had nearly killed her, had wanted to kill her, and people
were shooting guns and bursting into flame and she had
fallen out of a tree, and the baby, the baby, and she
couldn’t help herself. The Fireman sat up next to her and put
an arm around her and she rested her head on the slippery
shoulder of his jacket.

“There, there,” he said.

And he held her for a bit, while she had a good,
unglamorous cry.

When her sobs had subsided to hiccups he said, “Let’s
get you up. We should be going. We don’t know what your



deranged ex-husband might be up to. | wouldn’t put it past
him to call a Quarantine Patrol.”

“He’s not my ex. We’'re not divorced.”

“You are now. By the power vested in me.”

“What power vested in you?”

“You know how captains of ships can marry people?
Little-known fact, firemen can divorce people as well. Come
on, up with you.”

The Fireman encircled her waist with his left arm and
hoisted her to her feet. The hand on her hip was still warm,
like fresh bread from the oven.

“You set your hand on fire,” she said. “How did you do
that?”

On the face of it, she already knew the answer. He had
Dragonscale, same as her. His hand was still uncovered and
she could see a black-and-gold scrawl tracing the lines of his
palm, running in a coil around and around his wrist. A fine
gray smoke trickled from the thicker lines.

She had seen at least a hundred people with Dragonscale
ignite—ignite and begin to scream, blue fire racing over
them, as if they were painted in kerosene, their hair
erupting in a flash. It was not something anyone wanted or
could do to themselves, and when it happened it was not
controlled and it always ended in death.

But the Fireman had consciously lit himself up. And only
part of himself, just his hand. Then he had calmly put
himself back out again. And somehow he had not been hurt,

“l thought about offering a class once,” the Fireman said.
“But | couldn’t figure out what | was teaching. Advanced
Pyromancy? Spontaneous Combustion for Dummies? Arson
1017 Besides, it’'s hard to get people to sign up for a course
when failing a test means burning alive.”

“That’s a lie,” Allie said. “He won't teach you. He won’t
teach anyone. Liar, liar, pants on fire.”

“No, not tonight, Allie. This is my favorite pair of
dungarees and | can’t afford to burn them up just because
you want me to show off.”



“You’'ve been spying on me,” Harper said.

The Fireman glanced up into the branches of the oak,
where she had been perched only a moment before.
“There’s an excellent view of your bedroom from up there.
Isn’t it odd, how people with something to hide will pull the
curtains at the front of the house, but never think to cover
the windows out back.”

“You spend a lot of time wandering around in your
underwear, reading What to Expect When You're Expecting,”
Allie said. “Don’'t worry. He never peeped through your
windows at you while you were getting dressed. Maybe | did
once or twice, but not him. 'E’'s a proper English gen’lem’n is
wot he is.” Allie’s faux English accent was at least as good
as Dick Van Dyke’s in Mary Poppins. If Harper had been a
sixteen-year-old boy, she would've been mad for her. You
could just tell she was the best kind of trouble.

“Why?” Harper asked the Fireman. “Why spy on me?”

“Allie,” the Fireman said, as if he had not heard Harper’s
question. “Run on ahead to camp. Bring your grandfather
and Ben Patchett. Oh, and find Renée. Tell Renée we have
acquired her favorite nurse. She’ll be so pleased.”

Then Allie was gone, springing into leaves in a way that
made Harper think of Peter Pan’s shadow zinging around
Wendy’'s bedroom. Harper had a head crammed full of
children’s books and could be quite compulsive about
assigning people storybook roles.

When the girl was gone, the Fireman said, “Just as well to
have you to myself for a moment, Nurse Grayson. I'd trust
Allie Storey with my life, but there are some things I'd rather
not say in front of her. Do you know the summer camp at
the end of Little Harbor Road?”

“Camp Wyndham,” Harper said. “Sure.”

Dead leaves crunched underfoot and their smell sugared
the air with autumn’s perfume.

“That’s where we're headed. There’s a fellow there, Tom
Storey, Allie’s grandfather. They call him Father Storey. Once
upon a time Tom was the program director at the camp.



Now he has the place opened up as a shelter for folk with
Dragonscale. He's got more than a hundred people hiding
there, and they’ve banged together a decent little society.
There's three meals a day—for now, anyway. | don't know
how much longer that will last. There’'s no electric power,
but they’'ve got working showers if you can stand being
pelted by ice water. They've got a school, and a kind of
junior police force called the Lookouts, to keep watch for
Quarantine Patrols and Cremation Crews. That's mostly
teenagers—the Lookouts. Allie and her friends. Gives them
something to do. They have all the religion you could
possibly want, too. In some ways it isn’t like any religion
that's ever come before and in other ways, well
Fundamentalists are much the same wherever you go.
That's one of the things | wanted to forewarn you about,
while Allie ran on ahead. She’s even more devout than
most, and that’s saying quite a lot.”

There was a rending crack, a sliding, reverberating crash
that shook the forest floor and caused Harper’'s pulse to
leap. She stared back through the woods in the direction
they had come from. She couldn’t imagine what could
possibly have made such an enormous, shattering noise.

The Fireman cast a brief, considering glance over his
shoulder, then took her arm and began to move her along
again, a little more briskly now. He continued as if there had
been no interruption at all.

“You have to understand that most of the camp is
between your age and Allie’s. There are a few oldsters, but a
lot more who ought to still be in school. Most of them have
lost family, seen the people they love burn to death in front
of them. They were in shock when they found their way to
camp, refugees, deranged by grief, and just waiting around
to burst into flame themselves. Then Father Storey and his
daughter Carol—Allie’'s aunt—taught them they don’t have
to die. They've offered them hope when they had none and
a very concrete form of salvation.”



Harper slowed, in part to rest her sore ankle, in part to
absorb what he was saying.

“What do you mean, they're teaching people they don’t
have to die? No one can teach someone with Dragonscale
not to die. That's impossible. If there was a treatment, some
pill—"

“You aren’t required to swallow anything,” the Fireman
said. “Not even their faith. Remember that, Nurse Grayson.”

“If there was anything that could prevent the
Dragonscale from killing people, the government would
know by now. If there was something that worked, really
worked, something that could extend the lives of millions of
sick people—"

“—people with a lethal and contagious spore on their
skin? Nurse Grayson, no one wants us extending our lives.
Nothing could be less desirable. Shortening them—that’s
what would best serve the public good. At least in the minds
of the healthy population. One thing we know about people
with Dragonscale: they don’t burst into flame if you shoot
them in the head. You don’t have to worry about a corpse
infecting you or your children . . . or starting a conflagration
that might take out a city block.” She opened her mouth to
protest and he squeezed her shoulder. “There’ll be time to
argue this point later. Although | warn you, it's been argued
before, most notably by poor Harold Cross. | feel his case
largely settles the matter.”

“Harold Cross?”

He shook his head. “Leave it for now. | only want you to
understand that Tom and Carol have given these people
more than food or shelter or even a way to suppress their
illness. They've given them belief . . . in each other, in the
future, and in the power they share as a flock. A flock isn’t
such a bad thing if you belong, but a few hundred starlings
will tear an unlucky martin to feathers if it crosses their
path. | think Camp Wyndham could be a very unfriendly
place for an apostate. Tom, he’s tolerant enough. He’s your
inclusive, modern, thoughtful religious type, an ethics



professor by trade. But his daughter, Allie’s aunt: she’s
barely more than a kid herself, and most of the other kids
have made a kind of cult around her. She sings the songs,
after all. You want to stay on her good side. She’'s kind
enough, Carol is. Means well. But if she doesn’t love you,
then she’s afraid of you, and she’s dangerous when she’s
afraid. | am uneasy in my mind about what might happen if
Carol ever felt seriously threatened.”

“I’'m not going to threaten anyone,” Harper said.

He smiled. “No. You don’t strike me as the type to make
trouble, but to make peace. | still haven't forgotten the first
time you crossed my path, Nurse Grayson. You saved his
life, you know. Nick. And you saved my skull, while you were
at it. | seem to remember it was just about to be kicked in
when you intervened. | owe you.”

“Not anymore,” Harper said.

Ahead of them, in the dark, branches rustled and were
pushed aside. A modest assembly emerged, Allie leading
the way. The girl was breathing hard and had a pretty flush
of color on her delicate features.

“What happened, John?” asked a man standing directly
behind her. His voice was low and melodious and even
before she saw Tom Storey’s face, Harper liked him. At first,
she could make out little more than his gold-rimmed
spectacles flashing in the darkness. “Who do we have
here?”

“Someone useful,” the Fireman said, only now she knew
his name: John. “A nurse, a Miss Grayson. Can you take her
the rest of the way? I'm no doctor, but | think she fractured
her ankle. If you’ll help her along to the infirmary, I'd like to
go back and collect her things while there’s still time. My
guess is there’ll soon be police and a Quarantine Patrol
swarming her place.”

“Gee, can | help?” said one of the other members of the
greeting party. He stepped forward, slipping easily between
the Fireman and Harper, and put his arm around her waist.
Harper slung hers over his shoulders. He was a big man,



maybe quarter of a century older than Harper, with sloping
shoulders and pale silver hair beginning to thin up top.
Harper thought of an aged and well-loved Paddington Bear.
“Ben Patchett,” he said. “Glad to meet you, ma’am.”

There was a woman with them, too, short, squashy, her
silver hair braided into cornrows. She smiled tentatively,
perhaps unsure Harper would remember her. Of course
there was no chance at all Harper could’ve forgotten the
woman who fled Portsmouth Hospital, shimmering as
brightly as a flare and just as sure to explode.

“Renée Gilmonton,” Harper said. “l thought you ran away
to die somewhere.”

“That’s what | thought, too. Father Storey had other
ideas.” Renée put an arm under Harper’s armpits, helping to
support her from the other side. “You took such good care of
me for so long, Nurse Grayson. What a pleasure to have a
chance to tend to you for a bit.”

“How’d you bust your ankle?” Father Storey asked, lifting
his chin so the dim light flashed on the lenses of his
spectacles, and for the first time Harper could see his
features, his long, skinny, deeply lined face and silver beard,
and she thought: Dumbledore. The beard was actually less
Dumbledore, more Hemingway, but the eyes behind the
lenses of his glasses were a brilliant shade of blue that
naturally suggested a man who could cast runes and speak
to trees.

Harper found it hard to reply, didn’t know yet how to
speak of Jakob and what he had tried to do to her.

The Fireman seemed to see in a glance how the question
defeated her, and answered himself. “Her husband came for
her with a gun. | chased him off. That’s all. Time is short,
Tom.”

“Isn’t it always?” Father Storey replied.

The Fireman started to turn away—then pivoted back and
pressed something into Harper's hand. “Oh, you dropped
this, Nurse. Do keep it on you. If you ever need me again,
just blow.” It was her pennywhistle. She had dropped it



running from Jakob and forgotten all about it, and was
absurdly grateful to have it returned.

“He doesn’t slip everyone his slide whistle of love,” Allie
said. “You're in.”

“Mind out of the gutter, Allie,” the Fireman said. “What
would your mother have said?”

“Something dirtier,” Allie said. “Come on, let’s go get the
nurse’s gear.”

Allie dropped the Captain America mask back over her
face and bounded into the trees. The Fireman cursed under
his breath and began to hurry after her, using that great iron
pole of his to swat aside the underbrush.

“Allie!” Father Storey cried. “Allie, please! Come back!”

But she was already gone.

“That girl has no business mixing herself up in John’s
work,” said Ben Patchett.

“Try and stop her,” Renée said.

“The Fireman—John—he lit himself on fire,” Harper said.
“His whole hand burst into flame. How’d he do that?”

“Fire is the devil’s only friend,” Ben Patchett said, and
laughed. “Isn’t that right, Father?”

“I don’t know if he’s a devil,” said Father Storey. “But if
he is, he's our devil. Still . . . | wish Allie wouldn’t go with
him. Does she want to get herself killed like her mother?
Sometimes it almost seems she’s daring the world to try.”

“Oh, Father,” said Renée. “You raised two teenage girls. If
anyone understood Allie, I'd think it would be you.” She
looked off into the woods, in the direction Allie had
disappeared in. “Of course she’s daring the world to try.”
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It was barely a mile to Camp Wyndham, but it seemed to
Harper they were tromping after Father Storey, through the
weary, stifling darkness, for hours. They wallowed in drifts of
leaves, wove in and around pine trees, clambered over a
pile of rocks, always moving toward the briny scent of the
Atlantic. Her ankle thrummed.

Harper did not ask where they were and Father Storey
did not say. Not long after they started moving, he popped
something into his mouth—it was the size of a blue jay’s egg
—and after that made no sound.

They emerged alongside Little Harbor Road, looking
across the blacktop at the turnoff into Camp Wyndham: a
lane of hard-packed white shell and sandy earth. The
entrance was barred by a chain hung between a pair of tall
standing boulders that would not have looked out of place at
Stonehenge. Beyond, the land mounded up in green hills.
Even at night, Harper could see the white steeple of a
church, sticking up over the ridge a half mile away.

The burned-out and blackened hull of a bus was parked
off the road, just past those totemic blocks of granite. It was
up to its iron rims in weeds and had been baked down
almost to the frame.

Before they crossed the road, Father Storey clapped
twice. The four of them hobbled up out of the brush and
crossed the blacktop to the sandy lane. A boy descended
the steps of the bus to stand in the open doorway and
watch them approach.

Father Storey removed the white egg from his mouth and
glanced back at Harper and her human crutches.

“The bus may look like a wreck, but it isn't quite. The
headlights work. If someone unknown were to come up our



road, a boy in the bus would wait for our visitors to move
out of sight, then flash a signal. Another boy, in the steeple
of the church, keeps a lookout for it. The eye in the steeple
sees all the people.” He smiled at this, then added, “If
necessary we can get into hiding in two minutes. We drill
every day. Credit to Ben Patchett—this inspiration is his. My
own ideas involved a fantastical system of bird whistles and
the possible use of kites.”

The boy in the bus had a beard that made Harper think of
Vikings: a stiff coil of braided orange wires. But the face
behind the beard was young and soft. Harper doubted he
was any older than Allie. He lazily twirled a nightstick in one
hand.

“l guess | misunderstood the plan, Father,” the boy said.
“l thought you were off to bring us a nurse, not someone
who needs a nurse.” His gaze shifted from one face to
another and he smiled in a worried sort of way. “I don't see
Allie.”

“We heard a thunderous crash, a stupendous roar of
mindless violence and senseless destruction,” Father Storey
told him. “Naturally, Allie ran straight toward it. Try not to
worry, Michael. She has the Fireman with her.”

Michael nodded, then dipped his head toward Harper in a
way that was almost courtly. His eyes shone with the
fevered innocence of someone who has been Saved. “Hello
to you. We're all friends here, Nurse. This is where your life
begins again.”

She smiled back at him but couldn’t think how to reply,
and in another moment it was too late, Ben and Renée
shuttling her along. When Harper looked back, the boy had
vanished into the bus.

Father Storey was about to put the gumball back in his
mouth, then saw Harper looking at it. “Ah. Bit of a
compulsion of mine. Something | picked up reading Samuel
Beckett. | stick a pebble in my mouth to remind myself to be
quiet and listen now and then. | taught in a private school
for decades, and with all these young people wandering



about, the urge to deliver impromptu lectures is very
strong.”

They followed the winding lane through leafy darkness,
past a dry swimming pool and a riflery range where brass
cartridges glittered dully amid dead leaves. All seemed long
abandoned—an appearance maintained at some effort,
Harper learned later.

At last they reached the top of the hill. A soccer pitch lay
on the other side of the slope in a shallow, grassy cup below
them. Children yelled and chased a ball that glowed a pale,
eerie green, the color of a ghost. Beyond that, through the
trees, loomed a long boathouse and the heaving blackness
of the sea.

The chapel was on the right, set back from the road. It
was placed on the far side of a sculpture garden of mossy
dolmens and tall monoliths. The Monument Park was an
odd, primitive sort of thing to find guarding the way to a
perfectly modern-looking church with a tall steeple and
bright red doors. The church might be a place of worship,
but the sculpture garden looked more a place of sacrifice.

What caught Harper’s attention in particular was a knot
of six teenagers, sitting on logs, at one corner of a vast barn
of a building that turned out to be the cafeteria. They were
gathered around a campfire that burned a peculiar shade of
ruby-gold, as if the flames were shining through red crystal.

A slim-shouldered beauty swayed in the undulating
crimson light, strumming a ukulele. At first glance, she
might've been Allie’s twin. But no, she was older, mid-
twenties maybe. Her head was shaved, too, although she
had preserved a single black lock of hair, like a comma, on
her brow. The aunt, Harper guessed.

She led the others on a sing-along, their voices lacing
together like lovers’ fingers. They sang an old U2 number,
sang about how they were one but not the same, and how
they would carry each other. As Harper went by, the woman
with the uke lifted her gaze and smiled and her eyes were
bright as gold coins, and that was when Harper saw there



was no campfire at all. It was them making the light. They
were all of them tattooed with loops and whorls of
Dragonscale, which glowed like fluorescent paint under a
black light, hallucinatory hues of cherry wine and blowtorch
blue. When they opened their mouths to sing, Harper
glimpsed light painting the insides of their throats, as if each
of them were a kettle filled with embers.

Harper felt she had never seen anything so frightening or
beautiful. She shivered and for a moment was conscious of
her body beneath her clothes and a feeling like fingers
gently tracing the lines of Dragonscale on her skin. She
swayed with a sudden giddy light-headedness.

“They’re shining,” Harper muttered, a little thickly. Her
head was filled with their song and it was hard to push a
thought through it.

“You will, too,” Ben Patchett promised her. “In time.”

“Is it dangerous?” Harper breathed. “Can they catch fire
doing that?”

Father Storey popped the stone out of his mouth and
said, “The Dragonscale is like anything that makes fire,
Nurse Grayson. You can use it to burn a place down . . . or
light your way to something better. No one dies of
spontaneous combustion in Camp Wyndham.”

“You’'ve beaten it?” Harper asked.

“Better,” Father Storey said. “We’'ve made friends with
it.”
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Harper sprang shuddering to consciousness from an ugly
dream, twisting in her bedsheets.

Carol Storey leaned over her, a hand on her wrist.

“You're all right. Breathe.”

Harper nodded. She was woozy, her pulse rapping so
hard it made her vision flash.

She wondered how long she had slept. She remembered
being half carried up the steps into an infirmary, recalled
Ben Patchett and Renée Gilmonton following her careful
instructions as they set her ankle and bound it in rolls of
gauze. She dimly remembered Renée bringing her lukewarm
water and some gel tabs of acetaminophen, remembered
the older woman’s dry, cool hand on her forehead and
worried, watching gaze.

“What were you dreaming?” Carol asked. “Do you
remember?”

Carol Storey had enormous, wondering eyes with irises of
chocolate, flecked with gold speckles of Dragonscale. Hoops
of gold and ebony circled her wrists, and she wore a short T-
shirt that rode up to show crossed belts of the 'scale above
her hips. It gave her the look of a goth gunslinger. Where
her skin was unmarked, it was pale almost to the point of
translucency. She was so delicate it looked as though, if she
stumbled and fell, she might shatter, like a ceramic vase.

Harper’s breasts were sore, there was a dry spoke of heat
in her fractured ankle, and her thoughts were muddled and
slow with the dregs of a deep sleep. “My husband wrote a
book. | dropped it. The pages went everywhere. And . . . |
think | was trying to put it all back in order before he got
home. | didn’t want him to know I'd been reading it.” There
had been more—more and worse—but it was already



slipping away, dropping out of sight, like a stone kicked into
deep water.

“I thought I'd better wake you,” Carol said. “You were
shivering and making these awful noises and—well—
smoking a little.”

“I was?” Harper asked. She realized she could smell a
faint odor of char, as if someone had burned a few pine
needles.

“Only a little.” Carol gazed at her with a look of pained
apology. “When you sighed, there’d be a blue puff. It's
stress that does it. After you've learned to join the Bright,
that won’t happen anymore. Once you're really one of us—
part of the group—the Dragonscale won’t ever hurt you. It's
hard to believe, but one day, you may even look at the
‘'scale as a blessing.”

In Carol’s voice, Harper heard the innocent and utter
belief of the fanatic, and was dismayed by it. She had
learned from Jakob to think of people who spoke of blessings
and faith as simple and a little infirm. People who thought
things happened for a reason were to be pitied. Such folk
had given up their curiosity about the universe for a
comforting children’s story. Harper could understand the
impulse. She was a fan of children’s stories herself. But it
was one thing to spend a rainy Saturday afternoon reading
Mary Poppins and quite another to think she might actually
turn up at your house to apply for the babysitting job.

She did her best to appear blandly interested, but her
distress must've shown. Carol rocked back in her chair and
laughed. “Was that a little too much, a little too fast? You're
new here. I'll try and go easy on you. | warn you, though, in
this joint, the lunatics really are running the asylum. What
does the cat say to Alice in Wonderland?”

“‘We’'re all mad here,”” Harper said, and smiled in spite of
herself.

Carol nodded. “My father wanted me to take you around
and show you the camp. Everyone wants to meet you. We're



late for lunch, but Norma Heald, who runs the cafeteria,
promised to keep the kitchen open until we ate.”

Harper lifted her head and squinted out the windows into
a darkness so complete she might've been underground.
The infirmary’s single wardroom had three cots, with
curtains hung between them to create some privacy; she
occupied the central bed. It had been dark when she dozed
off and was dark now, and she had not the slightest notion
what time it might be.

As if Harper had asked, Carol said, “About two A.M. You
slept through the whole day . . . which is just as well. We all
live like vampires here: up at sundown, back to the crypt at
dawn. No one is drinking blood yet, but if we run out of
canned goods, it's hard to say what will happen.”

Harper sat up, wincing—just the fabric of her hoodie
brushing against her sore, swollen breasts was enough to
make them hurt—and discovered two things.

The first was that one of the curtains was pushed back
and a boy sat on the next camp bed over, a boy she
recognized . . . a boy with dark, curly hair and delicate, elfin
features. The last she had seen him, he was suffering from
acute appendicitis, his face greasy with sweat. No—that
wasn’'t quite right. She supposed she had seen him more
recently than that. It had surely been him at her door in the
Tiger mask with Allie. Now he sat cross-legged, watching her
with the intentness of a child in front of a favorite television
show.

The second was that a radio was on, tuned to static. It
sat on the counter, next to a plaster model of a human
head, the skull removed to reveal the brain.

Harper remembered the boy was deaf and moved her
hand in a slow wave. In response, he reached behind his
back, found a sheet of paper, and handed it to her. On it was
a drawing—a little boy’s drawing, although it showed skill—
of a large striped cat walking across green grass, tail in the
air.

TEMPORARY CAT read the words beneath the stalking feline.



Harper gave him a quizzical look and a smile, but he was
already sliding off the cot and trotting out.

“That’s Nick, yes?” Harper asked.

“My nephew. Yes. Odd duck. It runs in the family.”

“And John is his stepfather?”

“What?” Carol said, and it was impossible to miss the
sudden edge in her voice. “No. Not at all. My sister and John
Rookwood dated for a few months, in a very different world.
Nick’s actual father is dead, and John—well, he barely
registers in the boy’s life anymore.”

It seemed to Harper this was a little unkind—not to
mention unfair—considering the Fireman had carried Nick to
the hospital in his arms and had been ready to fight security
and everyone in line to get him treatment. Harper also knew
when a topic was an unwelcome one. She left the subject of
John Rookwood for another time and said, “Nick gave me a
temporary cat. Why did he give me a temporary cat?”

“It's a thank-you note. You were the nurse at the hospital
who saved his life. That was an awful week. That was the
most awful week of my life. | lost my sister. | thought | was
going to lose my nephew. | knew we were going to be best
friends and | was going to be crazy for you, even before |
met you, Harper. Because of what you did for Nick. | want us
to have matching pajamas. That’s how crazy | am for you. |
wish / had a temporary cat to give you.”

“If it’s temporary, do | have to give it back?”

“No. It’s only to tide you over until he can get you a real
cat. He's hunting one. He's made some snares and
complicated traps. He goes around with a net on a stick, like
catching cats is the same as catching butterflies. He keeps
bugging people to find him catnip. I'm not sure the one he’s
hunting is real. No one else has seen it. I'm starting to think
it’s like Snuffleupagus, Big Bird’s friend? Just in his head.”

Harper said, “But Snuffleupagus was real.”

“That is the most wonderful sentence | have ever heard. |
want that on my gravestone. Snuffleupagus was real. No
more. Just that.”



Harper couldn’t put her weight on her right foot, but
Carol got an arm around her and helped her stand. As they
hobbled past the radio on the counter, Carol reached out—
hesitated a moment—and moved the dial slowly through
bands of static. That anatomical model of a human head
gaped at them in amazement. It was a grotesque thing, skin
peeled away from one half of the face to show the sinew
and nerves beneath, one eyeball suspended in a fibrous red
nest of exposed muscle.

“What?” Harper asked. “Are you listening for something
in particular?”

“Snuffleupagus,” Carol said, and laughed, and switched
the radio off.

Harper waited for her to explain. She didn't.
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The cafeteria was perched on top of the hill, overlooking the
soccer pitch and the pebbly beach below. Moss and strands
of yellowing dead grass grew on the shingled roof and the
windows were boarded up, giving it a look of long disuse.

The impression of abandonment was dispelled the
moment Carol pushed open the door and led them into the
seating area, a dim, cavernous space with exposed beams
of red pine. Plates clattered in the kitchen and the air was
fragrant with the odor of marinara sauce and stewed pork.

Lunch appeared to be over and done, but they didn’t
have the place entirely to themselves. Renée Gilmonton sat
at a table for two, across from an old fella in a Greek
fisherman’s cap, both of them hunched above steaming
coffees. A boy sat alone at the next table over, the kid who
looked like a Viking. Michael, Harper remembered. He was
forking up noodles in red sauce and turning the pages of an
ancient Ranger Rick, reading by the light of a candle in a
jelly jar. The evening before, Michael had come across as
maybe seventeen. Now, bent over an article on “Miami’s
Marvelous Manatees,” his eyes wide with fascination, he
looked like a ten-year-old in a fake beard.

Renée lifted her chin and caught Harper's eye. It was a
pleasure and a relief to have a friend here, to not be
completely alone among strangers. Harper flashed back to
other lunches in other cafeterias, and the anxiety that came
with not seeing a familiar face and not knowing where to sit.
She suspected Renée had waited around in hopes of
meeting up with Harper and helping her to settle in . . . a
small act of consideration for which Harper was indecently
grateful.



The serving counter was manned by Norma Heald, a
mountainous pile of flesh with the broad, sloping shoulders
of a silverback gorilla. The postmeal cleanup was under way
—Harper saw a couple of teenage boys in the kitchen,
plunging dishes into soapy water by the light of an oil lamp
—but Norma had reserved some pasta in a steel warming
pan and a couple of ladles of sauce. There was coffee and a
can of condensed milk for cream.

“We had sugar for a while and it was full of ants. Ants in
the coffee, ants in the muffins, ants in the peach cobbler,”
Carol said. “For a few weeks, ants were my primary source
of protein. No sugar now, though! Just syrup. Sorry!
Welcome to the Last Days!”

“The sugar is gone and the milk will follow,” Norma said.
“l put out two cans of milk for the coffee, but there’s only
one left.”

“The other got used up?” Carol asked. “So quickly?”

“Nope. Stole.”

“I'm sure no one stole a can of milk.”

“Stole,” Norma repeated, her tone of voice closer to
satisfaction than outrage. She sat behind the counter,
occupied with a pair of silver knitting needles that raced
back and forth, clicking and clacking, all the time she spoke.
She was working on a giant shapeless tube of black yarn
that might’ve been a prophylactic for King Kong.

Harper and Carol made their way to Michael's table,
Carol making a come-on-over gesture to Renée and the old
fella. “Sit with us, you two. We can all share Harper! There’s
enough to go around.”

They arranged themselves around the table, bumping
knees. Harper lifted her hand for her fork, but Carol grasped
her fingers before she could reach it.

“Before we eat, we go around the circle and say one
thing we’re glad for,” Carol said, leaning into Harper and
speaking in a confidential tone of voice. “Sometimes it's the
best part of the meal. Which will make more sense after
you've tried the food.”



“We snacked already, but | don’t mind bowing the head
with you,” said the old man, who hadn’'t yet been
introduced.

Renée squeezed Harper’s other hand and then they were
all sitting in a ring, leaning in toward the light of the single
candle, like a group assembled for a séance.

“I'll start us off,” Carol said. “I'm glad for the woman
sitting next to me, who saved my nephew when he had
appendicitis. I'm glad she’s here and | have a chance to
show her how grateful | am. I'm glad for her baby, because
babies are exciting! Like fat little sausages with faces!”

The old fella spoke with lowered head and half-shut eyes.
“I'm glad for the nurse myself, because a hundred and
twenty-four people need a lot of lookin’ after, and I've been
over my head for months. I'm all this camp’s had for
medical care since the end of August, and all | know is what
| larnt in the navy. | don’t want to say how long it's been
since | studied as a hospital corpsman, but at the time they
had only just phased out the use of leeches.”

“Me, | guess I'm mostly just glad to be in a place where
people love me,” Michael told them. “People like Aunt Carol
and Father Storey. I'd do anything for them, to keep this
place safe. | lost one family. I'd rather die myself than lose
another.”

“I'm glad to have had a hot lunch,” Renée said, “even if it
was fried Spam in Ragu. I’'m also glad this camp has an ace
fisherman in Don Lewiston, and I'll be gladder still the next
time it’'s my turn for fish.” Nodding at the old fella. Then she
looked sidelong at Harper and said, “And I'm so glad to see
my friend from Portsmouth Hospital, who marched around
eighteen hours a day, whistling Disney tunes and trying to
keep up the spirits of a thousand sick and terrified patients.
Every time she came in the room, it felt like a break in a
month of clouds. She made me want to keep going when
there wasn’t any other reason.”

Harper wasn’t sure she’d be able to find her own voice,
was ambushed by unexpected emotion. In her days at



Portsmouth Hospital, she had felt about as useful as Renée’s
potted mint, and it caught her unprepared to hear someone
tell her different. Finally, she managed, “I’'m just glad not to
be alone anymore.”

Carol squeezed her fingers. “l am so glad to be part of
this circle. We are all voices in the same chorus and we sing
our thanks.”

And for a moment it was there again: Carol’s eyes pulsed
with brightness, her irises becoming rings of fey green light.
Michael’s eyes flashed as well, and Harper saw a prickle of
red and gold flicker across the whorls of Dragonscale on his
bare arms.

Harper let go of Carol’s hand as if at a physical shock.
But then the weird sheen was gone and Carol was eyeing
her mischievously.

“Freaked you out, didn’t I? Sorry. You'll get used to it,
though. Eventually it’ll happen to you, too.”

“It's a little frightening,” Harper said. “But also . . . well,
like magic.”

“It's not magic. It's a miracle,” Carol said, like someone
identifying the make of her new car: /It’s a Miata.

“What’s happening when you shine like that?” Harper
asked. Something came back to her then and she looked,
almost accusingly, at Renée. “lt's the same thing that
happened to you in the hospital. You ran out covered in
light. Everyone thought you were going to explode.”

“So did I,” Renée said. “I stumbled onto it by accident.
They call it joining the Bright.”

Michael said, “Or the Network. But | guess that’s only
people my age. A lot of my friends joke that it’s just another
social network. Only they’re kind of not joking.”

“You probably understand that the Dragonscale responds
badly to stress,” Carol said.

The old fella, Don Lewiston, laughed. “That’s one way a
puttin’ it.”

“That’s because it feels what you feel,” Carol continued.
“That’s such a powerful concept. I'm surprised more people



haven’t followed the thread of that idea to see where it
goes. If you can create a feeling of security and well-being
and acceptance, the Dragonscale will react in a very
different way: by making you feel more alive than you’'ve
ever felt before. It will make colors deeper and tastes richer
and emotions stronger. It's like being set on fire with
happiness. And you don’t just feel your happiness. You feel
everyone else’s, too. Everyone around you. Like we’re all
notes being played together in a single perfect chord.”

“And you don’t burn,” Michael said, twisting the orange
coil of his beard.

“And you don’t burn,” Carol repeated.

“It doesn’t seem possible,” Harper said. “How does it
work?”

“Harmony,” Carol said.

“Harmony?”

“Connection, anyway,” Renée said. “Strong social
connection. John has some interesting theories about it, if
you can draw him out. He told me once—"

Carol’s face darkened. An artery, squiggling in her right
temple, thickened. “John Rookwood isn't here and he
doesn’t want to be here. He prefers to keep his distance. It's
easier to maintain his own personal myth that way. | think
he looks down on us, honestly.”

“Do you really think that?” Renée asked. “I’'ve never had
that impression. | would’ve said he looks out for us. If he
does have a condescending view of camp, he has a peculiar
way of showing it. He's the person who led most of us here
in the first place.”

There was an uneasy silence. Renée gazed at Carol with
an innocent curiosity. For her part, Carol would not meet her
stare. Instead she took a long swallow of coffee, a benign,
easygoing gesture that Harper saw through. For an instant,
there had been hate in her face. John had made it clear the
night before, in the woods, that he was no fan of Carol
Storey; the feeling, it seemed, was mutual.



Michael was the first to speak and smooth over the
awkward moment. “The easiest way to join the Bright is to
sing. The whole mess of us, the entire camp, get together in
church every day after breakfast and have a big sing and we
always shine. You’ll shine, too. It might not happen right
away, but stick with it. When it comes over you, it's like
someone plugged you in to a giant battery. It’s like all the
lights are turning on in your soul for the first time in your
life.” His eyes had a bright, hot look that made Harper want
to check him for fever.

“l had no idea what was happening to me, the first time |
went into the Bright,” Renée said. “To say | was surprised
doesn’t do it justice, Mrs. Grayson.”

“You better start calling me Harper,” Harper said. She
didn’t add that she thought she was all done being Mrs.
Grayson. That name belonged to Jakob, and she felt she had
left everything of Jakob’s behind in the woods. Her maiden
name had been Willowes. She missed the way it rolled off
her tongue, and the thought of having her old name
returned to her felt like another escape—a far more
satisfying and peaceful escape than her leap out the
bedroom window.

“Harper,” Renée said, trying it out. She smiled. “I don’t
know if I'll be able to get used to it, but I'll try. Well, Harper. |
was reading to the children. We were working our way
through Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, and | stopped to
sing ‘The Candy Man’ song from the film. A few of them
knew the words and sang along with me. It was such a nice,
peaceful moment, | forgot we were all sick. | got that melty,
tranced-out feeling that comes over you when you’'re in
front of a fire and you’'ve had a couple drinks. And suddenly
the kids began screaming. Time began to run thick and slow.
| remember one of the children knocked my potted mint off
my little end table and it seemed like | had half an hour to
reach out and catch it. And when | did, | realized my whole
arm was splattered with light. | thought it was so glorious
looking, | couldn’t find it in me to be terrified. But then



someone shrieked, Get away from her, she’s going to
explode! And right away, | thought, / am! I’'m going to go off
like a grenade! Sometimes | think people are a bit more
suggestible when they enter that state. The Bright. So | ran
for my life, with my potted mint. Straight past two sets of
guards and half a dozen doctors and nurses, across the
parking lot and into the meadow south of the hospital. |
thought | would set the grass on fire when | waded into it,
but | didn't. It took a while for the light to die out, and
afterwards | was shivery and drunk.”

“Drunk?”

“Oh, yuh,” said Don Lewiston. “You wind up pretty pickled
after you go into the Bright. Especially the first couple times.
You forget your own name.”

“You—what?”

Carol said, “A /ot of people forget their own name the first
time. | think that’s the most beautiful part of it. All the stuff
you think defines you—it peels off like Christmas wrapping.
The Bright winnows you down to your truest, best self, the
version of you that goes deeper than a name or what
football team you root for. And you become aware of
yourself as just one leaf on a tree, and everyone you know
and love, they’re all the other leaves.”

A willow, Harper Willowes thought, and shivered.

“First time | ever joint the Chorus,” Don Lewiston said, “I
forgot the face of my father, the sound of my mother’s
voice, and the name of the ship | spent the last twenty years
on. | wanted to kiss everyone | saw. Oh, and | got real
goddamn generous. | remember this was in chapel, after a
good hard sing. | was sittin’ next to a couple young fellas,
and | was just burstin’ to tell 'em how much | loved 'em, and
all I could think to do was take off my boots and try to give
them away. One boot for each of them, so they’d always
have somethin’ to remember me by. They laughed at me,
like grown-ups havin’ a yuk at some kid who just drank his
first beer.”



“Why didn't you come back to the hospital?” Harper
asked Renée. “After you . . . went Bright?”

“At first it never occurred to me. | was just too out of my
right mind. | was still holding my mint and it came to me
that it didn’t belong in a pot, that it was cruel/ to keep it in a
pot. | was ashamed of myself for all the months | had held it
prisoner. | drifted deep into the woods and had myself a nice
quiet planting ceremony. Then | sat with my mint, with my
face turned up to the sun, feeling about as content as I've
ever felt in my life. | believe | thought | was going to
photosynthesize, along with my plant. At some point | heard
a branch snap and opened my eyes and there was Captain
America and Tony the Tiger. And you know what? | wasn’t
the least surprised to see them. A superhero and a tiger-boy
just seemed like the next logical part of my day.”

“Allie,” Harper said. “And Nick. Nick! What about Nick?
How can he join your sing-alongs and shine with the rest of
you if he can’t hear?”

The others looked at one another—and erupted into
happy laughter, as if Harper had said something quite witty.

“Nick,” Carol said, “is a natural. He could shine before /
could. Why, though . . . why it’s so easy for him to join the
Bright . . . that’s a question not one of us can answer. Nick
says just because he can’t hear music doesn’'t mean the
Dragonscale can’t. My dad says it's another miracle. He's a
great believer in miracles. So am |, | guess. Come on,
Harper, | want to show you the rest of the camp.”

“If you want a crutch,” Michael said, “l have a shoulder.”

On their way out, they stopped to put their dishes in a
bin of gray, soapy water, and Harper glanced at the two
teenage boys working in the kitchen. They were drying
glasses by hand while listening to a radio.

It was tuned to static.
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The kids were chasing a soccer ball in the valley again, the
eerie pale green ball racing this way and that, like a will-o’-
the-wisp on crack.

“I don’t know how we’ll wear them out when it snows,”
Carol said.

“What happens when it snows?”

“Mr. Patchett says we’ll have to be more careful about
our movements outside,” Michael told her. “If we leave
tracks, someone could see them from the air. There isn’t
one part of winter I'm looking forward to.”

“When did you come to camp, Michael?” Harper asked.

“After my sisters burned to death,” he said, without any
trace of distress. “They burned together. They were still
holding each other after | put them out. That's a blessing, |
think. They didn’'t die alone. They had each other for
comfort. They're gone from this world, but | hear them
whispering to me in the Bright.”

Carol said, “Sometimes when I'm in the Bright, | would
swear | feel my sister standing right next to me, close
enough so | could lay my head on her shoulder, like | used
to. When we shine, they all come back to us, you know. The
light we make together shows everything that was ever lost
to darkness.”

Harper clamped down on a shudder. When they spoke of
the Bright, they had all the uncomplicated happiness of pod
people.

Carol led Harper into the garden of towering monoliths
and pagan stone altars. “There’s a rumor these rocks are
thousands of years old and were placed here by an ancient
tribe, with the help of alien technology. My father says they
were hauled here from the quarry in Ogunquit, though,



which is why it’'s better never to ask him about anything
really interesting.”

When Harper was in among the stones she could see
brass plaques screwed into the towering pillars of granite.
One listed the names of seventeen boys who had died in the
mud of eastern France during the First World War. Another
listed the names of thirty-four boys who had died on the
beaches of western France during the Second. Harper
thought all tombstones should be this size, that the small
blocks to be found in most graveyards did not even begin to
express the sickening enormity of losing a virgin son,
thousands of miles away, in the muck and cold. You needed
something so big you felt it might topple over and crush
youl.

“This is our church,” Carol told her. “If you go up in the
steeple on a clear day, you can see into Maine. Only you
don’t want to look at Maine. There’s nothing up north except
for black smoke and lightning. In the mornings we come to
sing and share the Bright and usually my dad will say a few
words. After, it serves as a schoolroom.” Carol pointed at a
path tunneling through sumac and firs. “I live back there,
through the woods, in the little white house with the big
black star on it. | stay with my dad. | feel guilty about that
sometimes. | should probably stay with all the other women,
in the girls’ dorm—that’'s where we’re going next. My dad
says | can move out anytime if | want to be with the other
women, but | know if | left he wouldn’t ever sleep. He'd
drink too much coffee and worry and pace around and worry
more. He only sleeps about five hours as it is and | have to
make him take a pill to do that. Come on! Let me show you
where | keep my harem!”

Carol led her around to the back of the chapel, where
four stone steps descended into a hole the rough size,
shape, and depth of a grave. At the bottom of the pit was an
old door on rusted hinges, half open to look into the cellar.

“You’ll have to manage without us from here,” Michael
said, nodding to Don. “We’re not allowed.”



“It's no place for two strappin’ young boys like us,” Don
Lewiston said. “All them wimmen undressin’ you with their
eyes, plottin’ ways to use you to satisfy their repress’t needs
—it makes a decent man feel lucky to escape with his life
and virginity intact.”

Michael lowered his head, a blush darkening his pale
features. Don laughed.

Carol shook her head and clucked her tongue. “Michael
Martin Lindqvist Jr.,, you are just too much fun to
embarrass.”

Renée said to Harper, “If you don’t have any garter belts,
you can borrow a few of mine. One of the rules of the girls’
dorm, no clothes allowed except for French underwear.
Corsets and so on.”

“I am not listening to any of you,” Michael said. “I am
saving myself for marriage.”

He foisted Harper off on Carol and marched briskly away,
at something very close to a run. Don Lewiston strolled after
him, hands in his pockets, whistling “Spanish Ladies.”

Carol helped Harper make her way below. There were
more steps on the other side of the door, descending deeper
into the hill.

The room beneath the chapel was a single enormous
space, the ceiling supported by whitewashed brick pillars.
Camp cots made a knee-high maze across the pitted
cement floor. Close to thirty women were hanging around,
sitting on their beds, or standing by a folding table set up
against the back wall where there was a Mr. Coffee.

Michael and Don could, in fact, have safely descended
the steps without fear of finding themselves in a silken
garden of delights. The room had an unsexy smell of damp
and mothballs and most of the girls had the waxen look of
people who had not seen daylight for a long time. No garter
belts in sight, but a lot of wet socks hung over pipes to
steam-dry. The prevailing fashion was Salvation Army chic.



There was a double-sided chalkboard close to the foot of
the steps, the sort of thing sandwich shops stood on the
sidewalk to advertise the day’s specials. Harper paused to
see what was written on it, in bright chalk and girlish
lettering:

HOUSE RULES

NO CELL PHONES EVER! YOUR CELL PHONE SHOULD'VE BEEN TURNED
IN TO A LOOKOUT!

SEE SOMETHING, HEAR SOMETHING . . . SAY SOMETHING!
EVERYONE HAS A JOB TO DO! KNOW YOURS!

FOOD, BEVERAGES & MEDICAL SUPPLIES BELONG TO EVERYONE!! NO
HOREDING!

NO GOING OUTSIDE IN THE DAYLIGHT!

LISTEN TO THE LOOKOUTS! IT COULD SAVE YOU'RE LIFE!!
DON'T LEAVE CAMP WITHOUT TALKING TO A LOOKOUT FIRST!
WEAPONS ARE STRICTLY FORBIDDEN!

SO ARE SECRETS!

SAFETY IS EVERYONE’S BUSINESS!!!

Act like everybody depends on you! They Do!!

“Quick,” Carol said. “What’s your favorite song, celebrity
crush, and the name of your first pet?”

Harper said. “‘You've Got a Friend in Me,” Ewan
McGregor, mostly for Moulin Rouge, and my first pet was a
schnauzer named Bert, because he was soot black and
made me think of the chimney sweeps in Mary Poppins.”

Carol stood up on a chair and cleared her throat and
waved an arm over her head to get the attention of the
room. “Hey, everybody! This is Harper! She’s our new
nurse! ‘You've Got a Friend in Me,” Ewan McGregor, and a
schnauzer named Bert! Let's have a big cheer for Nurse
Harper!”

This was met by a mix of hooting, applause, and halloos.
Allie Storey threw a bra at Harper’s head. Someone else



yelled, “Harper what?”

Carol opened her mouth to reply, but Harper spoke first.

“Willowes,” she called out. “Harper Willowes!” And to
herself, in a lower voice, she said, “Again. It seems.”

Carol led Harper on a winding path among the beds, to a
neatly made cot near the center of the room. Harper’s
carpetbag had been set upon the pillow.

Harper unbuckled it and peeked inside. Her clothes had
been picked up and put in neat stacks. The Portable Mother
rested on top of all. Harper folded her Temporary Cat and
put it inside the cover. Her child’s first pet.

“l should thank Mr. Rookwood for collecting my things,”
Harper said, remembering only after the words were out of
her mouth that the Fireman seemed to be Carol Storey’s
least favorite subject. It was too late, though, so, in a casual,
offhand tone, she finished: “Where would | find him?”

There was no look of contempt or anger this time.
Instead, Carol regarded her with a mild, almost bland
expression, then punched her softly on the arm. “Come on
outside again. I'll show you.”

Even with Carol’s help, Harper's ankle was twanging
painfully by the time they mounted the steps into the night.
The temperature had dropped. The air had texture now, a
thousand fine quivering grains of almost-rain blowing in off
the ocean.

They stood alone, at the rear northeastern corner of the
chapel. Carol pointed over the soccer field, the pines, and
the boathouse below. Out in the surging blackness of the
water was a darker blackness, a small island.

“He’s out there,” she said. “John Rookwood. He doesn’t
come to church. He doesn’t eat with us. He keeps to
himself.”

“What’s he doing there?”

“I don't know. It's a secret. It's his secret. He never
leaves the island for long and no one knows why. You hear
different stories. She died out there, you know. My sister.
She burned to death and almost took Nick with her. Maybe



John is out there mourning her. Maybe he’s doing penance.
Maybe he just likes being mysterious.”

“Penance? Does he blame himself somehow?”

“I'm sure,” Carol said, and although her face was
carefully composed, Harper once again heard an edge, a
razor wire of emotion. “Not that it's his fault. He wasn’t on
the island when it happened. No. My sister didn't need any
help to kill herself. She managed that just fine on her own.”
Carol gave Harper a sidelong look and said, “But I'll tell you
what. | won’t let the kids go out there anymore: Nick and
Allie. | think John understands. You might not want to make
a habit of dropping in for social visits yourself. People who
get too close to John have a way of going down in flames.”
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After a breakfast of soft, milky oatmeal and bitter coffee, it
was time for services.

Ben Patchett was her crutch again and helped her along,
out into the unseasonably warm October night. Dragonflies
whisked through the perfumed dark. The buzz of excitement
and pleasure, rising from the crowd around her, brought to
mind small country carnivals, Ferris wheels, and fried dough.

They filed into the narrow, high-ceilinged chapel, beneath
splintery exposed rafters. The nave was a long cabinet of
shadows, windows boarded up against the night, the
enormous space lit by just a few candles. Giant shadows
twitched restlessly against the walls, more distinct than the
people that threw them.

Harper had an arm across Ben Patchett’'s shoulder as he
led her to a pew midway up the aisle. Another man
squeezed in on her right side, a small, tubby fellow, a little
older than Ben, with pink cheeks and the smooth
complexion of an infant. Ben introduced him as Nelson
Heinrich, who in a former life had owned a shop called
Christmas-Mart, which perhaps explained why he was
wearing a sweater with reindeer on it when it was just
turning Halloween.

The merry chatter died as Father Storey stepped to the
podium. He moved his spectacles up his nose and peered
owlishly at his own songbook, then announced: “If you’ll
open to page 332, we begin tonight with a plain but
honorable hymn, beloved by the Pilgrims in the early days
of America.”

This was met by a smattering of laughs, although Harper
didn’t understand why until Nelson opened the songbook to
the right place. It was a camp songbook, for little boys and



girls, not a true hymnal, and the song on page 332 turned
out to be “Holly Holy” by Neil Diamond. Harper approved. If
anyone could save her soul, it was probably him.

Carol rose from the bench behind the organ and came to
the front of the stage. She lifted her ukulele to acknowledge
a little flurry of applause.

Nelson bent toward Harper’s ear and, rather loudly, said,
“It's easy, you'll see! Nothing to it! Just lay back and enjoy
it!”  An  unfortunate statement with unfortunate
connotations, Harper thought.

Ben winced, then added, “It doesn’t always come right
away. Don’t worry if nothing happens to you tonight. It
would be amazing if anything did! Like bowling a strike the
first time you pick up a—"

But he didn’'t have a chance to finish. Carol began to
play, belting out that melody that sounded as much like a
marching song as a gospel. When they all began to sing—
over a hundred voices resonating in the gloom—a pigeon
was startled off one of the rafters above.

Allie and Nick were in the row directly ahead of her and
the first Harper knew anything was happening was when the
boy turned his head and smiled at her and his normally
aguamarine eyes were rings of gold light.

Wires of Dragonscale on the back of Ben Patchett’s hand
lit up, like fiber-optic threads filling with brightness.

A glow built from all directions, overpowering the dim red
illumination of the candles. Harper thought of an atomic
flash rising in a desert. The sound of the song mounted
along with the light, until Harper could hear all those voices
in her chest.

Onstage, Carol’'s belted white gown was rendered
diaphanous, the body beneath painted with light. She didn't
seem to mind or notice. Harper thought, helplessly, of the
hallucinatory nudes who pirouetted through the credits of
the James Bond movies.

Harper felt she was being swallowed by all their noise.
The brightness was not beautiful but awful, like being



caught in headlights hurtling madly toward her.

Ben had an arm around her waist and was unconsciously
kneading her hip, a gesture she found revolting but could
not seem to break away from. She glanced at Nelson and
found him wearing a choker of light. When he opened his
mouth to bellow out the next line, Harper saw his tongue
glowing a toxic shade of green.

She wondered whether, if she began to scream, anyone
would hear her over all the other voices. Not that she was
going to scream—she had lost her breath, could not even
sing. If not for her fractured ankle, she might’ve run.

The only thing that got her to the end of the song was
Renée and Don Lewiston. They were across the aisle and a
little closer to the stage, but Harper could see them through
a gap in the crowd. Renée’s head was turned to look back at
her and she smiled sympathetically. The loops of ’scale
around her neck shone, but it was a faded sort of glow, and
the light had not reached her kind, clear eyes. More
important, she was still there, still present, paying attention.
And that was when Harper understood what so unnerved
her about the others.

In some way Ben and Nelson, Allie and Nick, and all the
rest of them had left the room, leaving behind lamps made
of human skin. Thought had been replaced by light, and
personality by harmony, but Renée at least was still there . .
..and so was Don Lewiston, who sang dutifully, but did not
glow at all. Later, Harper learned that Don was only
sometimes able to shine with the others. When he turned
on, he turned on intensely, but more often he was
completely untouched by their song. Don said it was
because he had a tin ear, but Harper was unconvinced. His
rumbling, rough bass was perfectly in tune, and he sang
with a casual, disinterested confidence.

Harper smiled weakly for Renée, but felt unsteady and
sick. She had to close her eyes to withstand the assault of
the Ilast thunderous verse—her Dragonscale crawled
unpleasantly, and the only thought she could manage was,



Stop, stop, stop—and when it was over, and the room
erupted into stamping feet and whistles and applause, it
was all she could do not to cry.

Ben absently stroked her hip. She was sure he didn't
know he was doing it. The threads of light on his exposed
‘'scale were fading, but a brassy sheen remained in his eyes.
He regarded her with affection, but not much recognition.

“Mmnothing?” he asked. His voice had a drifting, musical
quality, as if he had just woken from a restorative nap. “No
luck? | wasn’t paying attention. Kind of lost myself for a
minute there.”

“No luck,” Harper said. “It might be my ankle. It's been
achy all morning and it’s a little distracting. Maybe I'll just
sit for the next song and rest it.”

And she did sit the next time. She sat and closed her
eyes to shut out the bright glare that so felt like oncoming
headlights.

She sat and waited to be run down.
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Harper woke the night of Thanksgiving from a dream about
Jakob and Desolation’s Plough. She smelled smoke and
couldn’t figure out what was burning and then she realized
it was her.

Harper wasn’t in flames, but the stripe across her throat
had charred the collar of her Coldplay T-shirt, causing it to
blacken and smoke. Beneath the shirt, she felt a sensation
like bug spray on a scrape, only all over.

She threw aside her sheets with a cry and yanked off her
shirt. The stripe marked her skin in inky lines flecked with
grains of poisonous red light. The jellyfish sting intensified,
made thought impossible.

The sound that went up all around her, from the other
women stirring in their beds, made her think uncharitably of
pigeons startled into flight: a nervous cooing. Then Allie was
with her. Allie put her legs around Harper’'s waist and
clasped her from behind. She sang, in a soft, barely audible
whisper, lips close to Harper's ear. In the next moment
Renée was beside her, holding her hand in the dark, lacing
her fingers through Harper’s.

Renée said, “You're not going to burn. No one burns here,
that’s one of the rules. You want to break the rules and get
us all in trouble with Carol Storey? Deep breaths, Nurse
Willowes. Big deep breaths. With me, now: /nnn. Out.
Innnn.”

And Allie sang that old Oasis song. She sang that Harper
was her Wonderwall, in a sweet, unafraid voice. She even



did it in her Fireman voice, in a darling faux-snotty English
accent of the sort best known as Mockney.

Harper didn’t start to cry until the Dragonscale dimmed
and went out and the pain began to pass. It left behind an
achy, sunburnt feeling, all through the spore.

Allie stopped singing, but went on holding her. Her bony
chin rested comfortably on Harper’s shoulder. Renée rubbed
her thumb over Harper’s knuckles in a loving, motherly way.

Nick Storey stood in the dark, four paces from Harper’s
cot, watching her uneasily. Nick was the only boy who slept
in the girls’ dorm, splitting a cot with his big sister. He
clutched a slide whistle to his chest with one hand. He
couldn’t hear it, but he knew he could blow through it and
call the Fireman. And what good would that do? Maybe the
Fireman would’ve brought a hose to douse her ashes.

“Attagirl,” Renée said. “You're okay. All over. Could've
been worse.”

“Could’ve been better, too,” Allie said. “You just missed a
perfectly good opportunity to toast an awful Coldplay T-shirt.
If | ever spontaneously combust, | hope I'm holding a whole
stack of their CDs.”

Harper made sounds that might've been laughter or
might’'ve been sobs; even she wasn’t sure. Maybe a bit of
both.
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Harper filed into the night in her singed Coldplay shirt,
moving along toward the cafeteria and breakfast with all the
rest of them. She walked without seeing where she was
going, letting the human tide carry her along.

A dream. A dream had almost killed her. She had never
imagined that going to sleep might be as dangerous as a
glass of wine with Jakob over a loaded gun.

In the dream, she was enormously pregnant, so huge it
was both horrible and comic. She was trying to run, but the
best she could manage was a tragic, hilarious waddle. She
was clutching Desolation’s Plough to her sore and swollen
breasts and the pages were sticky with blood. There were
bloody handprints all over it. She had the confused idea that
she had beaten Jakob to death with it and now she had to
hide the evidence.

She was running across the road to bury it, as if it were a
corpse. An icy wind sheared up the highway, caught the
manuscript, and dashed it to the blacktop.

Harper got down on the frozen asphalt, grabbing pages
and trying to collect the manuscript there in the dark and
the cold. In the logic of the dream it was necessary not to
lose a single page. She had gathered up about a third when
a pair of headlights snapped on, three hundred feet down
the road. A two-ton Freightliner with a plow the size of an
airplane wing was parked along the curb.

“Oh, you bitch,” Jakob called from behind the wheel. “Do
you know how hard | worked on that? Where is your respect
for literature?”

The gears ground. The Freightliner began to roll. Jakob
flicked the beams to high, pinning her to the road with a
blinding blue light. He accelerated, crunched up into second



gear, the noise of the engine rising to a diesel scream, and
the headlights were piercing her right through, the
headlights were hot on her skin, the headlights were
cooking her—

Just remembering it made her Dragonscale prickle with
an unwholesome heat.

She walked with her head down, so lost in her hopeless,
dismal thoughts that she was startled when someone
planted a cold, gentle kiss on her cheek. She looked up in
time to be kissed again, on her right eyelid.

It was snowing. Great fat white flakes as big as feathers
floated aimlessly down from the darkness, so soft and light
they barely seemed to be descending at all. She closed her
eyes. Opened her mouth. Tasted a snowdrop.

The cafeteria was steamy and smelled of seared Spam
and white gravy. Harper shuffled through a din of shouts,
laughter, and clattering utensils.

The children had made paper place mats shaped like
turkeys and colored them in. All the kids were working as
waiters that evening, and wore Pilgrim hats made out of
construction paper.

Renée steered Harper to one of the long tables and they
sat down together. Ben Patchett glided in from the other
side, bumping Harper’s hip with his own as he settled on the
bench.

“Did you want to sit with us, Ben?” Renée asked,
although he had already plopped himself down.

In the last three weeks, Ben had developed a habit of
hovering. When Harper walked toward a door, it seemed like
he was always there to hold it open for her. If she was
limping, he slipped up against her, unasked, to put an arm
around her waist and serve as her crutch. His fat, warm
hands reminded her of yeasty, uncooked dough. He was
harmless and he was trying to be useful and she wanted to
be grateful, but instead she often found herself wearied by
the sight of him.



“You okay, Harper?” Ben narrowed his eyes at her. “You
look flushed. Drink something.”

“I'm fine. | already had some water and you wouldn’t
believe how much I'm peeing these days.”

“l said drink.” He pushed a paper cup of cranberry juice
at her. “Dr. Ben’s orders.”

She took the cup and drank, mostly to shut him up. She
knew he was kidding, trying to have fun with her in his
clumsy way, but she found herself even more irritable with
him than usual. It was no problem for him to join the Bright.
Ben Patchett always lit right up in chapel, from the first
chords Carol played on the pipe organ. He was never going
to wake up burning. He didn’t have to be afraid of going to
sleep.

Harper’'s bad dreams of being run down in the road didn’t
surprise her in the least. She felt trapped in the path of
oncoming headlights at least once a day, when all the rest
of them sang. More and more, she dreaded entering the
chapel for services. She had been in camp all month and
had not been able to join the Bright, not a single time. In
chapel, she was the one dead bulb on the Christmas tree.
She clenched her fists in her lap throughout each day’s
ceremony, a white-knuckled flier gritting her teeth through a
battering stretch of turbulence.

Recently, even Ben had stopped reassuring her it was
just a matter of time before she connected, before she
plugged in, joined up . . . all those phrases that made it
sound like a matter of getting online with some modem of
the soul. When services were over, and they all filed out,
Harper saw people avoiding eye contact with her. Those who
did meet her gaze did so with small, cramped, pitying
smiles.

There was a stir of commotion halfway across the room
as Carol helped Father Storey up onto a chair. He raised
both hands for quiet, smiling down at the almost full room
and blinking through his gold-rimmed bifocals.



“—" he began, in a mumbly, muffled sort of way, and
then he reached into his mouth and plucked out a white
stone. His audience responded with a rumble of adoring
laughter.

Someone—it sounded like Don Lewiston—shouted, “Hey,
Fadder, is that what's for dinner? Christ, the food in this joint
is bad.”

Norma Heald glowered in the direction of whoever had
been yelling, then called out, “No snacking before meals,
Father.”

Father Storey smiled and said, “l thought this being the
day of Thanksgiving, | should say something before we dig
in. You can put your hands together if you want, or hold
hands with whoever is next to you, or tune me out and
listen to the wind, as it suits you.”

Throats cleared and chair legs thumped. Ben Patchett
took Harper’'s hand in his, his palm moist and doughy. Renée
gave Harper a sidelong glance that was full of sardonic
sympathy—Look who has a boyfriend! Lucky you!—and took
the other hand.

“All of us together are a chorus of praise, saved by song
and light,” Father Storey began. “We are grateful to have
this chance to come together in harmony, saved by our love
for each other. We have so much to be thankful for. I know |
am thankful for biscuits and white gravy. It smells great. We
all sing our thanks for Norma Heald, who busted her butt
making this amazing Thanksgiving dinner with very limited
supplies. We sing our thanks for the girls who sweated
puddles assisting her in the kitchen. We sing for Renée
Gilmonton, who helped the kids with their Pilgrim hats and
taught them how to be an ace waitstaff. We sing for John
Rookwood, who isn’t here tonight, but who miraculously
provided us with the cocoa and marshmallows I'm not
supposed to mention, because we don’t want the kids to get
excited.”

A shriek of happiness went up around the room, followed
by an indulgent murmur of adult laughter. Father Storey



smiled, then shut his eyes. His brow furrowed in thought.

“When we sing together, we sing for all the people who
loved us but who aren’t here tonight. We sing in memory of
every minute we got to have with them. I lost a daughter—a
beautiful, smart, funny, combative, difficult, inspiring
daughter—and | couldn’t miss her any more than | do. |
know other people here feel just the same about the ones
they lost. | sing for what | had with my Sarah. And when we
raise our voices in harmony, | feel her still. | find her spirit in
the Bright. | hear her singing for me, as | sing for her.”

The wind shrilled beneath the eaves. Someone took a
choked breath. Harper could feel the silence in her nerve
endings, a sweet, painful throb.

Father Storey opened his wet eyes and swept a grateful,
affectionate look across the room. “The rest of us, we're still
here, and it feels pretty good. One more night on Earth, with
a little music and some fresh biscuits and some good
conversation. That’s about all | ever wanted. | don’t know
about anyone else. And now | think everyone would just
about sing with joy if I'd shut up so we can get to eating.”

A cheer went up, a loud yell of pleasure, followed by
applause. Don Lewiston stood. Then others were standing
with him, pushing back their benches and chairs, so they
could clap for the old man, who told them it was all right to
still sometimes be happy, even now. As Father Storey came
down out of his chair, they rose from theirs, whistling and
clapping, and Harper whistled and clapped with them, glad
for him. For one moment, anyway, she was not sick at heart
about waking up to the smell of smoke.

They ate: greasy cubes of Spam, half drowned in gravy,
on top of floury, buttery biscuits. Harper didn’t have any
appetite at all and ate mechanically, and she was surprised
when it was all gone and she was scraping the plate for the
last of the gravy. She might not be hungry, but the baby was
always in the mood for a little something. She looked at the
half biscuit on Renée’s plate a moment too long, and the



older woman smiled and used a plastic fork to shove it onto
Harper’s dish.

“No,” Harper said, “Don’t. | don’t want it.”

“That would be more convincing if | didn’t see you
picking crumbs off the tablecloth and eating them.”

“Oh, God,” Harper said. “I'm such a pig. It must be like
sitting next to a fucking swine at the trough.”

Ben twitched and looked away. Harper was not a big one
for swearing, but around him she couldn’t help herself. Ben
avoided profanity like a cat avoided getting wet, said heck
for hell, crap for shit, and frick for fuck, a habit Harper found
unpleasantly prissy. When she herself swore, it never failed
to make him flinch. Sometimes, Harper thought he was
more of an old lady than Norma Heald.

She supposed she had been looking to pay him back ever
since he decided to play Daddy and make her drink her
cranberry juice. No sooner had she done it, though, than she
felt guilty. It was a lousy thing to do, set out to offend a guy
who had never been anything but decent to her.

He put his fork down and stood up. Harper felt a flash of
horror, wondered if she had so offended him he was about
to flee. But no; he was making his own announcement,
climbing up onto the bench, putting two fingers in his
mouth, and blowing an earsplitting whistle.

“l don’t have a rock in my mouth,” Ben said, “but by the
time I'm done talking, some of you will probably wish | did.”
He smiled at this, but no one was quite sure whether to
laugh or not, and the room remained silent except for a low,
uneasy rustle of back-chatter. “The snow may be pretty, but
it’s going to make our lives a whole lot harder. Up until now
we’ve had the freedom to go about camp as we like and the
kids have had plenty of room to run and play. | am sorry, but
now all that has to change. Tonight the Lookouts will be
setting out planks to create walkways between buildings.
When you’re passing between buildings, you must stay on
the planks. If a Quarantine Patrol comes through here, and
they find the snow all churned up with footprints, they are



going to know people are hiding here. | want the Lookouts to
meet me in Monument Park after tonight’'s chapel. We need
to practice getting the boards up and out of sight. | want to
be able to make them disappear inside of two minutes. We
can do this, but it isn’t going to come easy, so expect to be
out there for a while, and dress accordingly.”

This was met by groans, but Harper thought they were
less than entirely heartfelt. The teenagers who had signed
up to be Lookouts loved hustling in the cold, pretending they
were marines on a black op. Most of them had been
preparing for postapocalyptic stealth missions since they
were old enough to pick up an Xbox controller.

“Father Storey mentioned that Norma Heald just about
killed herself pulling together today’s meal. It wasn’t easy,
given what she has to work with. Which brings me to some
unfortunate news. Norma and Carol and myself spent six
hours in the kitchen yesterday, going over our supplies. |
won’t kid you. We’'re in a corner and we’'ve had to make
some tough decisions. So starting on Monday next week,
everyone between the ages of thirteen and sixty, who isn’t
infirm or pregnant”—Ben glanced down at Harper and
winked—“will draw a ticket out of a hat, just before lunch. If
your ticket has an X on it we’'ll ask you to skip that meal. On
an average night, probably thirty people will miss out on
their lunch. If you happen to lose in the hunger games—" He
paused, smiling, expecting laughter. When he didn’t get
any, his face darkened, and he hurried on. “You can skip
drawing a ticket at the next lunch. I'm sorry. It's simple
math. This camp was outfitted with enough dry and canned
goods to keep a couple hundred kids fed for a few months.
We’'ve had over a hundred people here since July, and more
turning up every week. The barrels are low and there isn’t
going to be any more anytime soon.”

No one mock-groaned this time. Instead, Harper heard
nervous whispers and saw people casting worried looks
back and forth. Allie, who was two tables away, turned to



Michael, sitting beside her, raised a hand to cover her
mouth, and began to hiss furiously into his ear.

“Anyone who draws a losing ticket will still be offered
coffee or tea, and as a thank you . . . well, Norma has
discovered some sugar. A large can of it. It doesn’'t even
have ants in it. So if you pull a bad ticket you can also have
a teaspoon of sugar for whatever you're drinking. One.
Teaspoon. It’'s not much, but it’'s something. It's the best we
can do to show our gratitude.” Ben’s voice hardened, and he
went on. “On the subject of low supplies and missing meals:
someone is taking cans of condensed milk. Some of the
Spam has gone missing, too, and we don’t have any to
spare. That has to stop. It's not a joke. You are literally
stealing food out of the mouths of children. And if someone
took Emily Waterman’s big teacup yesterday, | would be
grateful if you would just put it back on her bed at some
point. You don’t have to explain yourself. Just do it. It's a
very, very large teacup, about the size of a soup bowl, with
stars printed in the bottom. It's her lucky cup of stars and
she’s had it since she was tiny and it means a lot to her.
That’s all. Thank you.”

He waited to see if anyone would applaud for him but no
one did, and finally Harper reached up and held his hot,
damp hand while he climbed down. She wasn’t annoyed
with him anymore. Conversation returned to the room, but it
was subdued and troubled.

He sat poking his plastic fork at some smears of gravy on
his plate. Renée leaned forward to look around Harper and
said, “Are you all right, Ben?”

“It was bad enough being the guy who took away the cell
phones,” Ben said. “Now I'm the guy who took away lunch.
Aw, frick it.”

He pulled himself up off the bench, took his plate to the
counter, and dumped it in a bin full of gray, soapy water.

“I don’t care if / miss lunches.” Renée watched Ben turn
up his collar and exit the cafeteria without a look back.
“They were pretty terrible anyway, and | was hoping to lose



ten pounds. Of course, he’s got it all wrong. People weren’t
angry at him when he took away the cell phones. They were
glad! They were relieved someone was thinking about how
to keep us all safe. They don’t hold one single thing he’s
done against him. Not even what he did to Harold Cross. The
only person who blames Ben Patchett for what happened to
Harold is Ben Patchett.”

“Harold Cross,” Harper said. “lI've heard that name
before. Who's Harold Cross and what did Ben do to him?”

Renée blinked, staring at Harper in surprise. “Shot him.
You didn’t know that? Shot him right in the throat.”



9

There were little triangles of coconut custard pie on a
graham cracker crust for dessert, the best and sweetest
thing Harper had eaten since she came to camp. She closed
her eyes after each spoonful, to better concentrate on the
creamy taste of it. It was so good she felt a little like crying,
or at least writing Norma Heald a sincere thank-you card.

Renée was gone for a bit, helping to prepare cocoa for
the children, and when she returned she had two mugs of
black coffee, and Don Lewiston and Allie Storey in tow. Nick
Storey was there, too, trailing along in his big sister’s wake.
He carried a mug of hot chocolate before him, with a kind of
reverence, not unlike a child bearing the wedding rings at a
marriage.

“Are you all right?” Renée asked. “You're making a face.”

“That’s my orgasm face,” Harper said, around her last
bite of pie.

“I don’t think it’s any accident that a slice of pie comes in
the exact same shape as a slice of pussy,” Allie said.

“Do you girls want to talk amongst yourselves?” Don
asked. “l could come back another time. This conversation is
headin’ in a direction what might be upsettin’ to the ears of
an innocent like myself.”

“You can sit down,” Renée said, “and tell what happened
to Harold Cross. | think Harper ought to know about it, and
the both of you can tell it better than I can. Don, you worked
with him. Allie, you knew him better than most. And you
were both there at the end.”

“I wouldn't say | knew him all that well. It got to a point
where | couldn’t even stand to be in the same room with
him,” Allie said.



“But you tried,” Renée said. “You made an effort. There
aren’t many other people here who can say that.”

Nick perched on the bench to Allie’s left. He looked from
Allie to Renée and back, then moved his hands in the air,
asking something of his sister. Allie furrowed her brow and
began to make minute gestures with her fingers.

“My mom was a lot better at sign,” Allie said. “I'm only
really confident about my finger-spelling. He wants to know
what we're talking about. One good thing about the little
guy being deaf. We don’t have to worry about him
overhearing the really rotten bits and getting sad.”

“And he doesn’t read lips at all?” Harper asked.

“That’s only in movies.”

Don sipped at his coffee and grimaced. “Tell you what,
nothing will cure a case of feeling good faster than a sip of
this coffee. Except maybe for talkin’ about Harold Cross.” He
set his mug down. “Harold was pretty much always alone.
Kind of a fat kid no one liked. Too smart for his own good,
y'unnerstand? Smarter than everyone else and happy to let
you know it. If you were diggin’ a latrine, he’'d tell you a
better, more scientific way to do it . . . but he wouldn’t pick
up a shovel himself. Would say his back hurt or summin’.
You know the type.”

“He wore this striped T-shirt and a pair of black denim
shorts and | never saw him wear anything else. He had a
booger on that shirt once that was there for three days.
Swear to Jesus,” Allie said.

“I remember that booger!” Don said. “He had that thing
on his shirt so long he shoulda given it a name!”

Nick was still watching, and now he asked Allie
something else, in a few slow, careful gestures. Allie’s reply
was faster this time, and involved a knuckle screwed into
her nose, miming the act of digging for boogers. Nick
grinned. He dug a stub of pencil out of his jeans and wrote
something on his turkey-shaped place mat. He pushed the
mat across the table to Harper.



He’d get smoky sometimes, too. Not bad, but like if you
throw a lot of wet moss on a campfire. Just a little nasty
smoke coming out from under his shorts. Allie said it was
coming from his butt-chimney.

When Harper looked back, Nick had a hand clamped over
his mouth and was making a thin, quavering whistle. He
might lack the power of speech, but the giggles, it seemed,
remained available even to the mute.

Renée said, “He was a former med student, and when |
came to camp, he was in charge of the infirmary. I'd guess
he was twenty-four years old, maybe twenty-five. He went
around with a little reporter’'s notebook and sometimes he'd
sit on a rock and start scribbling in it. | think that worried
some people. You felt like he was taking notes on you.”

Allie said, “Now and then one of the girls would try to
snatch his notebook away, to see what he was writing. That
would get his Dragonscale acting up and he’'d storm off in a
haze. Literally fuming, you know?”

“From the butt-chimney,” Don Lewiston said, and this
time they all laughed, except for Nick, who had lost the
thread, and could only smile quizzically.

“The first time he joined the Bright, he lit up fast,” Allie
said. “Some people get it right away and some people don’t.
In Harold’s case, it maybe came over him too quickly. He fell
into the Bright so fast and hard it scared him. He screamed
and dropped to the floor and rolled around like he was
burning. Later he said he didn’t like how it felt, having other
people in his head. Which doesn’'t really happen. It isn’t
telepathy. No one gets inside your head. It's just a good
feeling, coming off the people around you. It's like being
held. Like the perfect hug. After that first time, Harold just
about never lit up. He kept himself at a distance from the
rest of us. He wasn’t participating—he was just watching
us.”

“Yuh. That's right,” Don agreed. “Then, one day, after
he’'d been in camp about two weeks, he stood up at the end
of services and said he’d like to address the room. Kinda




dumbstruck everyone. As a rule, if there's any talkin’ to do
in chapel, Father Storey or Carol are the ones to do it. It was
like watchin” a TV show and suddenly one a the extras
decides to deliver a speech ain’t in the script.”

“Father Storey,” Renée added, “God love that man, he
just poked his thinking rock in his mouth and sat down to
listen, like a student settling in for a lecture on his favorite
subject.”

Allie rasped a hand over the bristly curve of her head.
“Harold told us we had a moral obligation to let the world
know about our ‘discovery.” He said we didn't belong in
hiding. He said we ought to be on cable news, that we ought
to go public about what we could do. He said our process of
subduing the Dragonscale was of scientific interest and
there were lots of people who wanted to know more about
us. Aunt Carol said, ‘Harold, darling, what do you mean, /ots
of people want to know about us?’ And Harold said he had
been texting with a doctor in Berkeley who thought our
community might represent a real breakthrough. There was
another doctor in Argentina who wanted Harold to take
blood samples of people when they were in The Bright.
Harold said all this like it was no big deal. He didn't seem to
have any idea what he had done.”

“Oh, Harper, it was bad,” Renée said. “That was a bad
night.”

“Mr. Patchett jumped up and asked how many people
he’'d been texting with and if he’d been texting from inside
camp. Mr. Patchett said tracing the location of a smartphone
was the easiest thing in the world and for all Harold knew he
was drawing a big X on a map for the local Quarantine
Patrols. People started crying, grabbing their kids. We were
like people on an airplane who have just heard from the
pilot that there’'s a terrorist in the cockpit.” Allie’s gaze
came unfocused. She wasn’t seeing Harper anymore, but
was looking back into a summer night of alarm and
commotion. “Mr. Patchett made him give up his cell. He
spent three minutes scrolling through Harold’'s texts. It



turned out he had been in contact with thirty different
people, all over the country. All over the world! Sending
them photos, too, stuff that would make it easy to identify
where we were hiding.”

“Harold wanted the camp to have a vote,” Don Lewiston
put in. “Well. He got one all right. Ben led a vote to
confiscate every cell phone in camp, had Allie 'n’ Mikey
collect 'em all in a great trash bag.”

“I didn’t like what happened to Harold after that,” Renée
said. “If we ever did him wrong, it was then.”

Allie nodded. “After the phones got taken away, it was
like Harold was a poisonous bug, and the whole camp
wanted to keep him under a jar, where he couldn’t sting
anyone. Little kids started calling him Horrid instead of
Harold. No one would sit with him in the cafeteria, except for
Granddad, who can get along with anyone. Then, one day,
one of the girls chucked a Frisbee right in Harold’s face and
smashed his glasses. She pretended it was an accident, like
she meant for him to catch it, but it was really shitty, and |
told her it was shitty. | felt like someone had to try and stick
up for him. | felt like it was bad for all of us, not to care
about him. So | helped fix his glasses and | started sitting
with him and Granddad at lunch. | signed up for chores with
him, so he wouldn’t have to work alone. | had this whole
idea | was going to unearth the real/ Harold. Only | did and it
was as nasty as the rest of him. We were doing dishes
together for Mrs. Heald in the cafeteria one day, and all of a
sudden he stuck his hand down my shorts. When | asked
him what the fuck he was doing, he said there was no
reason for me to be picky about who | screwed, since the
whole human race was going down the toilet anyway. |
shoved him so hard his glasses fell off and broke again. So
that was Harold.”

Nick was looking from face to face with great, fascinated
eyes. His cocoa was mostly gone, and there was a smear of
chocolate around his mouth, and he was the most Norman
Rockwell thing Harper had ever seen. He showed Allie



something he had written on his place mat. She borrowed
his pencil to reply. Nick nodded, then bent, wrote something
more, and pushed it across to Harper.

| tried to warn Allie she couldn’t trust him. He used to
make his nastiest butt-smoke whenever he was around her.
Deaf people can smell things most peeple can’t, and | could
smell the evil in it.

Harper turned the place mat so Renée could read it.
Renée looked at it and looked up at Harper and the two of
them erupted into laughter. Harper quaked, surprised at the
force of her own jollity; she felt unaccountably close to
tears. Nick watched them with bewilderment.

She had a swallow from her mug to calm herself down,
then felt a bubble of hilarity rising in her again, and almost
coughed coffee up her nostrils. Renée pounded her on the
back until her choking fit had passed.

Don read what Nick had written and one corner of his
mouth lifted in a wry smile. “Funny, that. | never smelt evil
on him. But | smelt somethin’ e/lse on him, once ... and in a
way, that was the first domino in the chain that led to him
gettin’ kilt. Harold took a job workin’ under my direction,
diggin” up bloodworms for bait. It was funny, him
volunteerin’ for a physical job. Kinda like the queen offerin’
to scrub out toilets. No one else wanted him, though, so |
took him on my crew. He tolt me he knew a spot south of
camp, a marshy flat where the bloodworms were easy to
find. He knowed what he was talking about, too. Lots of days
he'd come back with more bait than any of the other boys |
sent out diggin’. But then other days he'd show up with
maybe two worms in his bucket and just shrug and say his
luck was bad. Well, | figured on those days he was goin’ off
to nap somewheres, and didn’'t worry myself too much
about it. Till one day, middle a August, he shows up with
nothin’, and as he’s puttin’ down his empty pail, he lets a
burp slip, and goddamn if | don’t smell pizza on his fackin’
breath. That didn’t sit easy with me. You may have noticed,
pizza ain’t on the menu here in Camp Wyndham. | slept an



uneasy sleep, and the next day, | decided | had to pass a
word along to Ben Patchett. Ben wasn’t no more happy
about it than | was. He got real stiff and pale and sat rubbin’
his mouth awhile, and finally said he was glad | spoke up.
Then he asked me if I'd mind making Michael a part of my
bait team for a week. | knew what Mikey was goin’ to be
diggin’ for, and it wasn’t worms, but we had to find out what
Cross was up to, so | said ayuh. Well, Mikey took to trailin’
him at a distance. The first few days, the worst thing he
seen Harold do was take a dump and use the pages from
one of the camp library books for toilet paper.”

Renée winced. “It turned out to be The Heart Is a Lonely
Hunter. Our only copy. If | had known what he was going to
do with it, I would’ve given him a copy of Atlas Shrugged.”

“On the fourth day, though, our boy Mike followed Harold
to an abandoned summer cottage a half mile away, place
with a generator and Internet. The boy is in there on a
laptop, typin’ e-mails with one hand and crammin’ down a
pepperoni Hot Pocket with the other. Not only was Harold
right back to the same tricks, spillin’ our secrets to the same
people, but he had a whole deep freezer full a chow he was
keepin’ to his own self.”

Don passed the job of telling the story to Allie with a
sidelong look. She nodded and went on, “l was there when
Mike showed up. This was over at the House of the Black
Star, where my aunt lives with Granddad. This wasn’t so
long after my mom passed away.” Allie spoke quietly,
neither hiding her pain nor making a display of it. “Aunt
Carol had some of Mom'’s things and she asked me to look
through them and see if there was anything | wanted for
Nick and myself. There wasn’t anything, really, except this.”
She touched a finger to the book-shaped gold locket at her
throat. “When Mike came in and said what he had seen, we
stopped what we were doing, and Granddad sent me to find
Mr. Patchett. By the time | got back with Ben, Aunt Carol was
sitting in a chair with her face in her hands and she had
gray threads of smoke coming off her. She was so stressed.



“She said we needed to force Harold out of camp. But Mr.
Patchett said that would be the worst thing we could do. If
we sent Harold away and he got picked up by a Quarantine
Patrol, they’d make him tell everything he knew about us.
Mr. Patchett wanted to lock Harold up somewhere, but
Granddad said it would be enough to make Harold promise
to remain on camp grounds and stop contacting outsiders.
Carol and Mr. Patchett gave each other this look, like: Which
of us is going to tell him that's the most senile thing he’s
ever said? But the thing about my granddad is . . . it's kind
of hard to convince him people won't just do the right thing.
You hate to say anything that sounds hostile or untrusting or
small-hearted around him. You feel like he'd be disappointed
in you. Mr. Patchett gave in. He got Granddad to agree to
keep Harold under close watch and that was it.”

Allie put her elbows on the table and rested her chin in
the cradle of her hands. She wasn’t looking at any of them
now, had lowered her gaze to stare disconsolately inward.
Harper felt they had just about come to it, now. The end of
Harold Cross’s story . . . which also happened to be the end
of Harold Cross.

At last she went on, “After Mr. Patchett confronted Harold
about what he had been up to, Harold came down with
stomach pains and took himself to the infirmary. Mr. Patchett
made sure there was always a Lookout stationed there, day
and night, to guarantee Harold didn’t wander off. If they
weren’'t stationed right in the ward with him, they were in
the waiting room. When it happened, it was on my shift,
during the day, when the whole camp was asleep. At some
point near the end of my watch, around dusk, | had to pee,
and the only way to get to the bathroom is to walk across
the ward. | crept through on tiptoe, real careful, trying not to
wake Harold up. He was in one of the partitioned-off
sleeping areas. | could just see him under his sheets,
through a crack between the hanging curtains. | had almost
made it to the bathroom when my hip bumped a bedpan
and it fell with a loud bang. Harold didn't even roll over.



Suddenly | got a cold sick feeling and | pulled aside the
curtain to have a closer look at him. It was just pillows under
the sheets.” She looked up and met Harper’s eyes, and her
gaze was wounded and ashamed. “See . . . | was asleep
most of the afternoon, while | was supposed to be on guard
in the waiting room. | told myself it wasn’t hurting anyone. |
figured if Harold tried to sneak out past me, I'd hear him. |
thought | was too light a sleeper for him to get by me. Some
light sleeper. | must’'ve been in a low-grade coma. Maybe
Norma Heald slipped a roofie into my tea, hoping to get
lucky with me.” The corner of her mouth tweaked up in a
little smile, but her chin trembled.

Don put a leathery hand on the back of her neck and
gave her a gentle, awkward sort of pat. “You ever think if
you woke up when he was trying to sneak out, he might a
belted you one? He was goin’ out that door, one way or
t'other.”

“Harold couldn’t fight his way past Nick,” Allie said,
brushing roughly at her eyes with the back of one hand.

“Who says he would a fought? He might a called you into
the ward and then socked you with a wrench. No, ma’am.
He was goin’ to depart our company, by hook or by crook. It
was mad to think we could hold him prisoner without lockin’
him up. I'd fistfight sharks for your grandpap, but he was
wrong about how t’handle Harold, and Ben Patchett was
right.”

Nick had noticed Allie rubbing at her eyes. He scribbled
something on the place mat. Allie read it and shook her
head.

“No, | don’t want your last marshmallow.”

He wrote something else, then stuck a spoon in his mug
and dredged out part of a melted marshmallow. Allie sighed
and opened her mouth and let him feed her.

“He says it’'s medicine for misery,” Allie told them in a
muffled sort of way, chewing gummy marshmallow. A bright
tear skipped down one cheek. “It does make me feel better,
actually.”



Don Lewiston leaned in, elbows on the table. “I can tell
the rest, | s’pose, quick enough. Allie got Mike, and Mikey
ran for Ben Patchett. My cot is next to Ben’s, and all their
whisperin’” woke me up. When | heard they were all settin’
out to see if they could bring Harold back, | offered to go
with 'em. Maybe | felt like | had to go. Harold had been part
of my crew. My lack of supervision is what gave him the
chance to get back in contact with the outside world. | don’t
remember who went and got a rifle from the range, but |
think it was on all our minds Harold might not come back of
his own free will. | remember this one”—he patted Allie’s
shoulder—"was tolt to stay here. As you might guess, that
did about as much good as shoutin’ at clouds. We covered
probably three miles of hard trail in twenty minutes, makin’
a beeline for Harold’s little hideout, and Allie was out in front
the whole way. And it was still a damn’d close thing. When
we got there, it was pretty much the worst-case scenario.
Maybe some a the people Harold had been e-mailing with
were who they said they were. Maybe most of 'em were. But
one of 'em wasn’t. When we got to the cabin, there was a
van parked out front and men with guns. Not a state-run
Quarantine Patrol. Cremation fellas. We saw the whole thing
from behind this old stone wall that was out behind the
cabin. They had Bushmaster rifles and were thumpin’ Harold
with the butts. Shovin’ him around. Havin’ fun. Harold was
down in the dirt, clutchin’ his laptop, and beggin’ them not
to kill him. He was sayin’ he wasn’t dangerous, that he could
control his infection. He was tellin’ em he could lead 'em to
a hidin’ place where there were lots of people who could
control the Dragonscale. That was when Ben asked Mikey if
the rifle was loaded.”

“l thought we were going to fight for Harold,” Allie said.
“Like on a TV show. Four of us against twelve of them. Pretty
stupid, huh?” Her voice was rough and strained, and Harper
was conscious of Allie trying to hold back her tears.

“Mikey’s hands were shaking so hard he spilled bullets all
over the ground, but Ben—he turned into a different man



altogether. He was a cop in his former life, you know. You
could see the cop in his face. He went calm, but he also
went hard. He said, ‘You better let me do this, son,” and took
the rifle out of Mikey’'s hands. He put the first one in
Harold’s throat. He put the second in the laptop. The
Cremation Crew hit the dirt and for all I know they’re lying
there still, because we got up and ran like hell and never
looked back.” His coffee was gone. He rolled his mug
between his palms. “Ben Patchett looked icy enough out in
the woods, but when he got back, he cried his eyes out. Sat
on one of the pews with Father Storey holdin” him like a
child. Father Storey shushed him and told him if it was
anyone’s fault it was his own, not Ben’s.”

Nick was frowning, writing on the place mat again. He
pushed it to Allie, who read it, then turned it toward Renée
and Harper so they could read it.

Mr. Patchett shouldn’t have sent someone to get a rifle.
He should’ve sent someone to get JOHN. He could’ve saved
Harold.

“Maybe so,” Don said, who was reading the place mat
upside down. “We were in a helluva rush, though. And it was
a good thing we moved fast, as it turned out. If we were
even two minutes slower, Harold might’'ve coughed it all up.
Then instead of one dead kid, we’'d have a camp full dead
kids, and dead grown-ups, too.” He set his mug down on the
table with a glassy clink. People were up on their feet, filling
the room with a lot of loud, happy conversation. It was time
for chapel. Harper felt the familiar bunched knot of dread
tightening in her stomach. Another song was coming,
another harmony she wouldn’t be able to join, another
overwhelming blast of noise and light.

“I guess that’s all of it,” Renée said. “The sad ballad of
Harold Cross.”

Harper didn’t want to go, and so when she spoke, it was
more to stall for time than anything else. “Maybe not quite
all. There is one thing I’'m wondering about. What was in his
notebook? Did anyone ever find out?”



“I’'ve wondered that myself,” Don said, getting to his feet.
“It never turned up. Maybe he had it on him when he was
kilt. If so, it didn’t reveal the location of camp, or this whole
place would be burnt to the ground by now.” He clucked his
tongue, shook his head. “l don’'t expect we’ll ever know.
Some mysteries ain’t ever gonna be solved.”



DECEMBER
10

Two sisters, Gail and Gillian Neighbors, were having a spat.

They shared a single bottle of red nail polish, which had
gone missing, and each accused the other of losing it or
maybe hoarding it. They were twins and barbaric with each
other by nature. Gillian already had a twisted nipple, and
when Harper separated them, Gail was clutching a dirty
sock to a bloody nose. Gillian had jammed her thumb at
least an inch up one nostril.

Harper patrolled the dorm, asking around. It felt good to
think about someone else’s problems. Better than worrying
about lights-out, when she would lie in her cot, desperate to
sleep and sick at the thought of what might happen when
she did.

She figured Allie would know who, if anyone, might've
helped themselves to the nail polish (the shade was called
“Incendiary,” which the Neighbors twins didn't seem to
realize was funny). Allie and another girl were playing
rummy on a stack of suitcases. Harper wandered over and
stood behind this other girl, Jamie Close, and waited to be
noticed.

“I'm glad /I’m not sleeping next to her,” Jamie Close was
saying to Allie.

Jamie was one of the older Lookouts, nineteen going on
twenty. She had close-set eyes and an upturned nose, which
conspired together to give her an unfortunate swinish mien.

“Sleeping next to who?” Allie asked absentmindedly over
her cards.



“You know: Nurse Sunshine.” Jamie went on, “She woke
up coughing smoke last night. Did you hear her? I'm, like,
burn already, so some of us can sleep. I'm, like—"

Allie stepped on Jamie’'s foot, hard. A child might've
imagined it was an accident; a very small, very naive child.
Jamie stiffened and went silent.

After a moment, Allie’s gaze drifted up and she appeared
to see Harper for the first time. “Hey! What's going on,
Nurse Willowes?”

“The Neighbors twins lost a bottle of nail polish. Just
asking around to see if either of you might have seen it.”

Jamie Close sat rigidly on an upturned bucket. Her T-shirt
was hiked up to show the tramp stamp on the small of her
back: a tattoo of the Confederate flag, above the word
REBEL. She didn’t have the nerve to look back at Harper.
“Sorry, ma’am. | don’t do nothin’ with my nails but chew on
em.”

Allie looked like she wanted to say something—her eyes
were apologetic and worried—but she just opened her
mouth and closed it and shook her head.

Harper smiled effortfully, thanked them, and walked off.
Her Dragonscale pulsed with a disagreeable warmth, in a
way that made her think of someone breathing on coals.
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She dreamt she wore a gown of wasps and woke when they
began to sting.

The basement was stuffy and dim in the late morning
and she lay motionless, still feeling wasp-stung: on her
collarbone, on the inside of her left thigh, between two of
her toes.

Harper pressed her chin into her chest, looking down,
and saw a red spot burning through her T-shirt above her
left breast, as if someone were pressing the tip of a
cigarette into the cotton . . . from the /nside. A silky thread
of white smoke trickled up from the growing burn. Harper
watched, in a state of horrible lassitude, as the hole
expanded, the edges a bright orange lacework. At last she
rubbed it out with her thumb and brushed the sparks off her
chest.

Her body throbbed from nearly a dozen of those wasp-
sting burns. She flapped back her blanket, to see if her
clothes were burning anywhere else, and a gush of black
smoke drifted toward the ceiling. She was reminded of her
childhood fascination with smoke signals. What would this
message translate to? Probably: Help, | am going to be
burned alive.

Enough, she thought.

She sat up, very carefully, iron bedsprings creaking. She
did not want to wake anyone, did not want to cause any
trouble. In those first moments, she was not clear about
what she meant to do, only that she didn’t want to have to
talk to anyone about it. That enough indicated some kind of
decision, but it was not immediately clear to her what she
had decided.



In the next bed, Renée slept on her side, deep in her own
dreams, smiling at some imagined event. Harper half had an
urge to lean over and kiss her forehead, to have one final
moment of physical contact. Final moment? Harper found
she couldn’t look at Renée for long. Enough represented
some kind of betrayal of their friendship. Enough was going
to hurt Renée, would leave her—what? Bereft was the word
that came to mind. Bereft and enough went together like
bride and groom.

Harper considered packing The Portable Mother and her
clothes into her carpetbag, but enough was a destination
that required no baggage. Enough was a reverberation deep
inside her, a kind of ringing emptiness, as if she were a
steeple in which a bell had been solemnly struck. Ask not for
whom it tolls.

She rose and paced across the cool, dusty concrete.
Harper paused at the bottom of the steps for a look back at
the maze of cots, a labyrinth of sleeping women. In that
moment she loved them all, even awful Jamie Close with her
ugly mouth and upturned nose. Harper had always wanted a
tough friend like Jamie, someone rude and mouthy, who
would cut a bitch for talking smack. She loved Renée and
the Neighbors girls and little Emily Waterman and Allie and
Nick. Nick most of all, with his bottle-glass-green eyes and
articulate hands, which drew words on the air like a boy
wizard sketching spells.

She climbed three steps to the door, eased the latch up
with a click, and slipped out. She blinked at the watery
sunlight. She hadn’t seen any in a while and it hurt her
eyes.

The sky was high and pale, like the dingy canvas roof of a
circus tent. She went up more steps, trailing wisps of smoke
behind her. The ’scale had burned holes in her sweats, holes
all through her Rent T-shirt. She had seen Rent with Jakob
and he had held her hand while she wept at the end. She
was surprised to find herself longing for Jakob now, for the
wiry strength of his arms when he held her around the



waist. It didn’t seem to matter that the last time she had
seen him he had been waving a gun at her.

She supposed Jakob had been right. It would’'ve been
much easier to do things his way. He had known how awful
it would be to burn to death. He had only wanted to spare
her. For that she had carved open his face with a broken
glass and wasted their special bottle of wine.

Harper had told herself she was staying alive for the
baby, but the baby never had anything to do with it, not
really. She was holding on because she could not bear to say
good-bye to her life and every good thing in it. She had
selfishly wanted more. She had wanted to hold her father
again and smell his Eight & Bob cologne, which always
made her think of sea-soaked rope. She had wanted to sit
by a swimming pool somewhere, with the sun glowing on
her mostly bare skin, drifting half awake while her mother
gabbed on and on about all the funny things Stephen
Colbert had said on TV the night before. She had wanted to
read her favorite books again and revisit her best friends
one more time: Harry and Ron, Bilbo and Gandalf, Hazel and
Bigwig, Mary and Bert. She had wanted another good hard
lonely cry and another pee-your-pants laughing fit. She had
wanted a whole bunch more sex, although, looking back,
most of her sexual history involved sleeping with men she
didn’t much like.

She had told herself she was going on with her life
because she wanted her son (she was curiously certain it
was a boy, had been almost since the beginning) to
experience some of those good things, too; so he could
meet her parents, read some good books, have a girl. But in
reality, her son was never going to do any of those things.
He was going to die before he was even born. He was going
to roast in her womb. She had lived on only to murder him.
She wanted to apologize to the baby for ever conceiving
him. She felt like she had already failed to keep the only
promise she had ever made him.



When Harper reached the top of the steps, she realized
she had forgotten her shoes. But it didn’t matter. The thin
crust of the first snow had melted away, except for a few
lumps under the pines. The wind lashed the high tangles of
dead grass and ruffled the sea into sharp-edged wavelets.

Harper wasn’t sure she could bear the wind off the water
for long, not in her thin, raggedy things, but for a few
moments, anyway, she thought she could use a blast of sea
air. She wasn’t supposed to be out in the daytime—Ben
Patchett would be upset if he knew—but Camp Wyndham
was sere and cold and empty, and no one was around to
see.

Harper set out for the shoreline, tramping across damp,
rotten grass. She paused once, to inspect a white rock the
size of a baby’s skull, streaked with black, mica-flecked
seams in a way that made her think of Dragonscale. With
some effort, she was able to force the large stone into one
pocket of her sweats.

She made her way through a band of evergreens, past
the boathouse, collecting a few more interesting-looking
rocks as she descended to the waterfront.

Harper crooned to herself disconsolately, chanting the
words to a song she had overheard some of the smaller kids
shouting at each other. She wondered if they even knew the
tune it was parodying, “Hey Jude.” Probably not.

‘ey yooooou,

don’t start to cry

if you fry now

A pity!

If you turn into a heap!
Cos it’'s my turn to sweep!
And take out the ashes.

She smiled without any pleasure at all.



She had wanted to believe in Aunt Carol’s miracle, had
wanted so badly to believe she could sing her way out of
trouble. It worked for all the others, kept them safe and
filled them with contentment, and it should have worked for
her, too, but it didn’'t, and she couldn’t help it: she resented
them for doing what she couldn’t. She resented them for
pitying her.

Out here, alone in the bitterly cold clear light of the
morning, she could admit to herself that she found them
repugnant when they all lit up in church. To stand among
them when their eyes shone and their Dragonscale pulsed
was almost as awful as being fondled in a crowd by a
strange hand. Of all the things she wanted over, she wanted
an end to morning chapel, to the sound and the fury, the
song and the light.

Harper padded to the splintery expanse of the dock. Here
at the open ocean, the salty air came at her in battering,
cleansing strokes. The boards, worn soft by a decade of
spray and damp, felt good under her feet. She walked to the
end and sat down. The stones in her pockets clunked on the
pine.

Harper stared out at the Fireman’s island, her toes
trailing over the water. She dipped a big toe in and gasped,
the water so cold it made the knuckles in her feet throb with
pain.

Someone had left a length of fraying green twine
wrapped around one of the posts. She began, almost idly, to
unwind it. She felt it was important not to think too closely
about what she was out on the dock to do. If she looked at it
straight on, she might lose her nerve.

On some half-conscious level, though, she knew the cold
of the ocean would be almost as unbearable as the wasp-
sting sensation of the Dragonscale going hot, and instinct
would drive her back to the shore. But if she tied her wrists,
she wouldn’t be able to swim, and the cold would ease from
pain to dullness soon enough. She thought she would open



her eyes while she was underwater. She had always liked
the blurred darkness of the aquatic world.

The overcast haze thinned to the east and she could see
a streak of pale blue. She felt as clear and open as that blue
sky. She felt all right. She began to loop the twine around
her wrists.

The breeze carried a distant cry.

She hesitated and cocked her head to listen.

At one end of the little island was the ruin of a single-
room cottage. Only two walls still stood. The other two had
collapsed along with the roof. Charred beams crisscrossed
within,

A second, smaller building, some kind of windowless
shed—painted green with a white door—had been built on
the crescent of sand that faced Camp Wyndham. It had a
turf roof, and a dune had blown into a high drift against the
far wall, so it half resembled a hobbit hole burrowed into the
side of a hill. A tin chimney pipe vented a trickle of smoke
all day and all night, but as far as Harper knew it had never
drawn any attention from the outside world. You could not
scan the shoreline without seeing a dozen little coils of
smoke just like it.

Now, though, the chimney carried the echo of a strained,
small, faraway voice.

“No! No, you won’t! You can’t!” the Fireman shouted. “You don’t
get to give up!”

Her heart sprang like a trap. For one alarming moment,
she was sure he was speaking to her.

But of course he couldn’t see her from inside his shed. He
didn’t have any idea she was there.

“Haven't | done everything you wanted?” he cried, the wind
catching his voice and carrying it to her clearly by some

perverse trick of acoustics. “Haven’t I done everything you asked?
Don’t you think | want to quit? But I’'m still here. If | don’t get to go, you
don't.”

She felt she should run—she had no right to be hearing
any of this—but couldn’t move. The fury she heard in his
voice ran through her like a pole, holding her in place.



A great iron clang crashed inside the shed. The door
shook in its frame. She waited, helplessly, to see what would
come next, hoping with all her heart he was not about to
step outside and see her.

He didn't and there was no more. Smoke trickled
peacefully from the chimney, thinning quickly as it rose into
the general haze. The wind thrashed the wiry tufts of sea
grass on the island.

Harper listened and waited and watched until she
realized she was shivering from the cold. She dropped the
twine she had been winding around her wrists. A gust
snatched it, floated it into the air, flipped it into the sea.
Harper drew her knees to her chest, hugging them for
warmth. The stone like a baby’s skull was digging painfully
into her hip, so she worked it out of her pocket and set it on
the edge of the dock.

Too close to the edge. The stone toppled over the side.
Bloosh, went the sea, as it swallowed the rock.

It was such an agreeable sound, Harper dropped in all
the other stones she had collected, one by one, just to hear
that sound again and again.

Norma Heald said there were ghosts out there, ghosts
made of smoke. Maybe John had been yelling at one of
them. Maybe he was yelling at shadows. Or at himself.

Ghosts carried messages from beyond, but they didn't
seem like they would be terribly good listeners. John
sounded so wretched and hurt, Harper thought someone
ought to listen to him. If the ghosts wouldn’t, she would.

Besides, Jakob had always thought he knew what was
better for her than she did, and if she killed herself, it would
be admitting he was right. That alone was reason to persist
—just to stick it to him. Now that she was more awake, she
was feeling less forgiving about the gun.

No one heard Harper letting herself back into the
basement of the chapel. Her blankets smelled like a
campfire, but they were so cozy she was asleep in minutes .
.. and this time there were no dreams.
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On the night of the first lottery to see who would eat and
who wouldn’t, Harper pulled kitchen duty. Norma planted
Harper just beyond the serving window, behind a folding
table set with thermoses and mugs and a big rectangular tin
of sugar.

“You can sweeten the coffee for the losers. One spoonful
each, no more. And let 'em see that belly of yours, remind
‘'em what they’re skippin’ lunch for: your precious little
miracle,” Norma said.

This did not make Harper feel better. It made Harper feel
fat, entitled, and lonesome. Of course she wasn’t fat, not
really. Yes, all right, she could no longer button the top of
her jeans, a fact she hid by wearing loose hoodies. But it
wasn’t like the furniture shook when she crossed the room.

Lunch was watery porridge with a side of peaches, dished
out from yet another can. It fell to Nelson Heinrich to
dispense the lottery tickets, and he turned up to do the job
wearing one of his Christmas sweaters: dark green with
gingerbread men dancing across it. He wore a Santa cap,
too, an obscene touch in Harper’'s opinion; as if he were
handing out candy canes and not taking away meals.

The tickets were piled in a woman’s brown leather purse.
The losing tickets had black X's marked on them. Harper
thought that purse was some kind of karmic opposite to the
Sorting Hat. Instead of being sent to Slytherin or Gryffindor,
you were sent off to go hungry with a cup of sweet coffee.
You wouldn’t even be allowed to stay in the cafeteria with
the others.

| don’t think that would be a good idea, Ben Patchett had
explained. If we let the losers stay, folks will take pity and
start sharing. Normally I’'m all for share and share alike, but



in this case, it would defeat the whole purpose of the lottery.
There’s so little to split, if people begin dividing their
portions, it’ll be like no one’s getting fed at all.

Then he said there would only be twenty-nine losing
tickets in the purse. He had decided to take the thirtieth, to
show he wasn’t asking anyone to do anything he wasn’t
ready to do himself.

At 2:00 AM.—their normal lunchtime—Norma slid back
the bolt on the cafeteria doors and stood aside as people
began to push in, snow dusting their caps and shoulders. It
was coming down again, in a fast, light, powdery flurry.

Don Lewiston was at the head of the line and he made
his way up to Nelson Heinrich. Nelson blinked at him in
surprise. “Don, you're sixty-three! You don’t need to draw a
ticket! | didn’'t and I'm only sixty! Go on and get your
peaches. | already had mine. Gosh, they were yummy!”

“I'll draw a ticket, same as any t'others here, thank you,
Nelson. I've never been a big eater anyway and would
almost rather a cup of coffee with some sugar.”

Before Don could stick his hand in the purse, Allie slipped
up alongside him and grabbed his wrist.

“Mr. Lewiston, I'm sorry, if you could just wait a minute.
We’'ve got a mess of Lookouts who have been out in the cold
all night, sweeping off the boards between houses. Father
Storey said it would be all right if they drew first,” Allie said.

She looked away from Don, down along the line, and
gestured with her head. Teenagers began to shuffle toward
the front.

Someone shouted: “Hey, what’s with the cutting in line?
Everyone here is hoping to get some lunch.”

Allie ignored him. So did Michael, and the kids coming
along behind him. Michael eased around Don Lewiston with
a nod, reached into the purse—and came up with a white
stone, the size of a robin’s eqgqg.

“Huh,” he said. “Look at that. | think | drew a loser!”

He popped the stone in his mouth and walked past the
line of serving windows, on to the coffee bar. There he



silently poured a cup of coffee for himself and held out his
ceramic mug so Harper could dump in his sugar.

Nelson Heinrich stared after him, mouth lolling open in a
rather witless way. He looked down into the purse, trying to
figure out where the stone had come from.

Allie began to whistle a jaunty little tune.

Gillian Neighbors drew next. Another stone.

“Just my luck!” she said happily, and plopped the stone
in her mouth. She walked on to Harper, poured a coffee, and
waited for her sugar.

Behind her, her sister, Gail, was reaching into the purse,
and this time Harper could see she already had the stone in
her palm, even before she began to dig around among the
tickets.

Harper wanted to laugh. She wanted to clap. She felt like
a qgirl filled with helium, so light she might've come free
from the floor and bumped up against the ceiling like a
balloon. She ached with happiness—a fierce, bright
happiness of a sort she had not felt in all the time she had
been sick with Dragonscale.

She wanted to start grabbing the kids, the Lookouts,
Allie’s friends, and squeezing them. And not only because of
what they were doing: forgoing the lottery and simply
volunteering to do without, taking it upon themselves to
skip lunch so others could eat. It was just as much what Allie
was whistling, a song Harper recognized from the first three
bars: a melody so sweet she felt it might break her in two,
just as a glass can be shattered by certain musical tones.

Allie was whistling “A Spoonful of Sugar,” the very best
song from the very best movie ever.

Gail Neighbors drew the white stone, made a clucking
sound, and walked on to get her coffee. All of the kids were
doing it: Allie’s kids. All the teenage girls who had shaved
their heads to look like her and all the teenage boys who
had signed up for Lookout duty just to be around her.

Don Lewiston pushed back his Greek fisherman’s cap and
scratched his forehead with his thumb and began to whistle



himself. He nodded as each Lookout walked past to collect a
stone and skip lunch.

Father Storey was whistling, too. Harper had not seen
him enter, but there he was, standing to one side of the
door, smiling enormously, but blinking at tears. Aunt Carol
stood beside him, her head resting on his shoulder, whistling
with the rest of them, and her eyes were gold coins. Almost
a dozen people were whistling the song now, the melody as
lovely as the first warm perfumed breath of spring, and their
eyes shone like lamps. Burning gently on the inside. Burning
with song, with the Bright.

Gail Neighbors held out her mug for sugar. As Harper
dumped it in, she began to sing.

“lust a spoonful of sugar,” Harper sang, her voice thick
with emotion, “makes the medicine go down, makes the
medicine go dow-own . . .”

She sang and for a moment forgot all about being
pregnant, being fat, being lonely, being covered in some
kind of flammable spore that was ready to ignite. She sang
and forgot Jakob’s awful book and Jakob’s awful gun. She
forgot the world was on fire.

A spoke of heat flashed up from the base of her spine
and spread over the ribbons of Dragonscale on her skin, in a
sweet, shiver-inducing rush. She swayed on her heels
without being aware of it. The world possessed a new, liquid
quality. She was conscious of a tidal rocking in her blood, as
if she were afloat in a pool of warmth and light, as if she
were an embryo herself, not the carrier of one.

The next time she poured sugar, the glittering grains
seemed to fall in slow motion: a cascade of riches.
Brightness cascaded along the Dragonscale around her
wrists and throat, a silvery-white trill. She was a kite, filled
and rising with song instead of wind. She was as warm as a
kite in the sun, too, her skin blazing—not painfully, but with
a flush of pleasure. Her hand wore a glove of light.

The Lookouts came and nodded to her and took their
coffee or tea and went on and they all shone; they were all



lit up like ghosts. She was glad for each of them, in love with
each of them, although she could not remember who any of
them were. She could not remember anything that had
come before the song. She could not think of anything that
mattered more than the melody. She did not believe that
any spoonful of sugar, no matter how sweet, could be as
fine as the melting sweetness running through her then.

Father Storey was the last to come up for coffee. He had
drawn a stone himself, of course. He hadn’t put it in his
mouth yet, was just holding it.

“There is Miss Willowes!” he cried. “Happy at last. Happy
and looking well!”

“Miss . . . Willowes?” she asked, her voice as slow and
dreamy as sugar spilling from a spoon. “Who's Miss
Willowes?”

“It'll come back to you,” he promised.
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It did, too. Her name returned to her just before dawn, came
back to her almost as soon as she stopped trying to
remember it. Her subconscious coughed it up without any
warning, in much the way it would sometimes supply her
with the answer to a question in a crossword that had been
stumping her.

She did not wake coughing smoke again. There were no
more hot flashes burning up her T-shirts in the night. At the
next chapel, Carol sat at the pipe organ to play “Spirit in the
Sky,” and the congregation rose to sing. They roared and
stamped like drunk sailors in a Melville story, full of grog and
scaring the seaqulls with their sea chanteys, and Harper
bellowed with them, bellowed till her throat ached.

And they shone, all of them together, Harper, too. Her
eyes blazed like lamps, her skin hummed with warmth and
pleasure, her thoughts soared away from her like a kestrel
rising on a hot summer updraft, and for a few weeks
everything was almost all right.



BOOK THREE
SPEAK OF THE DEVIL



JANUARY
1

She woke on the second day of January, not from a
nightmare, but to a sensation of something shifting inside
her, pushing out against the muscles of her abdomen.

Harper lay awake in the darkness, eyes open wide, her
hands spread across the taut gourd of her stomach.

A bony protrusion, about the size of a thumb knuckle,
pressed up from within, rising against her right palm.

“Hey, you,” she whispered.



2

The night the locket went missing, Renée and Harper were
listening to the Marlboro Man on a battery-powered radio.

“l don’t understand how you can stand that man.” Norma
Heald was passing by their cots and had paused to hear
what they had on. “Every word is a drop of poison in your
ears.”

Renée said, “He’s the closest thing to local news left.”

“More importantly,” Harper told her, “we’re awful women
and his awfulness excites us. The more awful, the better.”

“Yes,” Renée said. “That, too.”

Harper was planting kisses on squares of parchment
paper, trying out various shades of lipstick. After a kiss, she
would wipe her mouth clean and try another. Renée had
collected different lipsticks from everyone in the basement.

When Harper made a pleasant lipstick print, she would
hand it off to Renée, who would roll it around a cinnamon
stick, or a fragrant piece of shriveled lemon peel, and tuck it
into a little glass bottle and cork it up. These were
emergency kisses. Harper was stocking the Portable Mother
with them so that when her son needed a kiss, he would
have plenty to choose from. The Portable Mother was no
longer a book, but a package, a whole collection of
potentially useful items, which had swelled to occupy
Harper’s entire carpetbag.

Nick was underfoot, playing Yahtzee against himself. Dice
rattled and crashed inside the plastic cup. The basement
was crowded, loud with conversation, argument, laughter,
creaking bedsprings, everyone trapped in close quarters
while it snowed heavily outside.

On the radio, the Marlboro Man said, “You think a girl with
Dragonscale can blow smoke rings with her vajayjay? Friend,



| always wondered about that myself. Well, this weekend the
Marlboro Man was on the loose in Portsmouth with the
Seacoast Incinerators and had a chance to find out. I'll tell
you all about it in a minute, but first, here's a story from
Concord. Governor lan Judd-Skiller said members of the
National Guard were only defending themselves when they
shot and killed eleven burners yesterday on the Canadian
border. The mob charged the barricade with sticks—not
white flags, as has been reported elsewhere—and the
besieged soldiers opened fire to disperse . . .”

“He’s a murderer,” Norma said and sniffed. “That D]
you're listening to. He’s killed people like us. And he boasts
about it. Hemlock in your ears—that’s what he is.”

“Yes,” Renée said. “He’'s very stupid, you know. That's
another reason to listen. The more we know about him, the
less likely he’ll ever know anything about us. People call in
with tips and this bozo airs them live. If anyone ever
mentions Camp Wyndham or points him in our direction,
we’ll have a head start. And even if they don’t call in, I've
learned all kinds of things about the Cremation Crew he runs
with, just by paying attention to his program. I've learned
it’'s made up of eight men and women, and that two are
former military and were able to supply some heavy
ordnance. A fifty-caliber something? | gather that's a pretty
big gun. | know they travel in two vehicles, a van and a big
orange truck. | know they have a police scanner, and most
of the time, local law enforcement is happy to—"

“Orange truck?” Harper asked. “You mean like a town
truck?”

Across the room, Allie screamed, “No, NO!” and flipped
her cot with an echoing bang.

Every head turned—except for Nick’s, of course, since he
had heard nothing.

Allie kicked over a battered suitcase, dumping filthy
laundry on the floor.

“Fuck!” she screamed. “Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck fuck FUCK!”



Conversations petered out. Emily Waterman, barely
eleven, a girl who had outlived her entire family and who
had pretty feathers of Dragonscale on the backs of her
freckled arms, climbed under her cot and covered her ears.

Renée was the first to move, her round, pleasant face
remaining entirely calm. Harper was two steps behind her.

Renée slowed as she approached Allie, moving toward
her in much the same way she might've attempted to get
near a feral cat. Harper sank to her knees to look under
Emily Waterman'’s bed.

“Emily? Everything is okay,” Harper said, reaching out for
her. In a whisper, she added, “Allie is being a fusspot.”

But Emily shook her head and shrank from Harper’s
hand. Harper wished she had her Mary Poppins lunch box,
with its individually wrapped candies and emergency radish.

“Allie,” Renée said. “What’s wrong?”

“It's gone, it's fucking gone—"

“What’'s gone? What did you lose?”

“I didn't lose anything. My locket was under my pillow
and now it isn’t because one of you bitches took it.” She
glared around the basement.

Emily made a thin squeal of terror and turned her face
from Harper’'s outstretched hand. Harper considered trying
to pull her out for a hug, decided that might be too
alarming, and settled for reaching under to stroke her back.

Renée said, “Allie, | know you’'re upset, but you need to
lower your voice—"

“l don’t need to do shit.”

“—because you're frightening the little ones. Why don’t
you ask Nick—"

“l asked him, don’t you think | asked him when | started
looking for it, fifteen minutes ago?”

A tendril of pale smoke trickled from under one pant leg
of Emily Waterman’s baggy overalls.

“Allie!” Harper said. “Stop it. You're giving Emily the
smokes!”



“Please, Allie,” Renée said, putting a hand on Allie's
shoulder. “We’ve all been under so much pressure, you
wouldn’t be human if you didn’t sometimes want to scream.
But if you'll sit down with me—"

“Will you stop touching me?” Allie cried. She shrugged off
Renée’s hand. “You don’t know anything about me. You
aren’t my mother. My mother burned to death. You are no
one to me. You are not my mother and you are not my
friend. You're a pain vulture who circles around and around,
looking for someone to feed off. That's why you spend all
your free time reading to the kids. You love their wounded
little hearts. You feed off their loneliness just like a vampire.
You love kids with no parents, because they need someone.
It's easy to read them a story to make yourself feel special.
But you aren’t special. Stop feeding off us all.”

A stunned silence fell upon the basement.

Harper wanted to say something but had lost the trick of
speech. She was not sure if she had been silenced by her
horror—she had never imagined Allie, who was so daring, so
clever, so beautiful, and so funny, could be so cruel—or by a
crippling wave of déja vu. For when Allie insisted altruism
was really selfishness, and kindness a form of manipulation,
she sounded just like Jakob. She had all his savage powers
of logic. It made a person feel naive and childish for
imagining there could be any good in the world at all.

For herself, Renée had lifted an arm to protect her face,
as if she expected to be struck. She studied Allie with a
mute, wounded fascination.

The room was still waiting for her to reply—to defend
herself—when Nick charged across the basement, inserting
himself between Allie and Renée. He held up his Yahtzee

scorecard, turned over to the back, where he had written:
TWO YAHTZEES IN A ROWN!

Allie stared at this message with blank incomprehension.
Then she took the sheet of paper from his hands, balled it
up, and threw it in his face. It bounced off his forehead and
onto the floor.



Nick staggered backward, as if he had been shoved. His
shoulder thumped into Renée’s breast. Harper did not think
she had ever seen so much naked hurt in a face before.

He ran. Before anyone could catch him, he flew to the
stairs. He hesitated at the bottom of the steps for one last
look at his older sister, and for a moment he fixed her with a
glare of contempt as fierce as anything Allie herself could
produce. Like their elfin good looks, a gift for hate was,
perhaps, something that ran in the family.

Harper called his name, called for him to wait. But of
course Nick didn’t—couldn’t—hear her. Harper rose to go
after him, but he had already dashed up the stairs, banged
through the door at the top, and launched himself into the
falling snow.

She turned a frustrated look upon Allie.

“What? What? You got something to say, Nurse Nobody?”
Allie asked her.

“Yes,” Harper said, summoning up all the Julie Andrews
she had in her heart. “A bad show, Allie. A very bad show.
He also lost his mother, you know, and you are all he has
left. For shame. After he threw two Yahtzees!”

Allie’s response to this shocked Harper more than
anything else. Her face crumpled and she began to sob. She
sat down hard, with her back against the springs of her
overturned bed.

At this sudden display of defeat, the Neighbors twins,
Jamie Close, and all the other members of Allie’s unofficial,
unnamed sorority—that society of orphan girls with shaved
heads—flocked to her side. Even Emily Waterman scuttled
out from under her cot and ran over to throw her arms
around Allie’s neck. Girls took her hands and sat beside her,
whispering soothingly and fussing over her. Gail Neighbors
began to quietly pick up her things. One entering the room
would’'ve imagined Allie was the person who had just been
bullied and humiliated, not Renée or Nick.

Harper returned to her cot, which was at a right angle to
Renée’s. Renée was already sitting on the edge of her



mattress by then, looking as worn and disheartened as
Harper felt.

“Should one of us go after Nick?” Renée asked.

“I don’t think so. He won’t go far in this snow. The
Lookouts will yell if he so much as steps off the planks. One
of them will bring him back eventually.”

The Marlboro Man was still chattering, saying something
about a woman who had smelled like a wet cat when she
burned. He seemed offended that she had the bad grace to
stink when she died. Talk radio was enough to make Harper
think the end of the world wasn’t so bad after all.

“l can’t take anymore,” Renée said, and Harper thought
she was speaking of life in the camp, but she only meant
the DJ. Renée reached out and, with an irritated flick,
switched the radio to AM and began to skip through bands
of static.

Harper said, “What are you doing? Why are people in this
camp always listening to static? What are all of you listening
for?”

“Martha Quinn,” Renée said.

“Martha Quinn? Martha Quinn, who used to be on MTV a
thousand years ago?”

“She’s out there . . . somewhere.”

“Lies,” Norma Heald murmured. “All lies. That's a pipe
dream.”

Renée ignored her. “You know what the kids say.”

“I have no idea what the kids say. What do they say?”

“She came back from the eighties to save mankind.
Martha Quinn is our only hope.”
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“I've never heard the broadcast myself, but supposedly
she’s transmitting from off the coast of Maine.” Renée
struggled into a bulky orange parka.

It was later. Women milled around the bottom of the
basement steps, picking coats and hats out of cardboard
boxes, readying themselves for the three-hundred-foot
march through the snow to the cafeteria and supper.
Outside, the wind screamed.

“From a boat?”

“From an island. They've got a little town and their own
research lab, backed by the federal government. What's left
of the federal government, anyway. They're testing
experimental treatments.”

Jamie Close grinned, showing snaggled teeth, two
incisors missing from the lower part of her mouth. “They’ve
got a serum they give to you in eighteen shots. Like for
rabies. It suppresses the Dragonscale, but they need to give
it to you every day. Bend over, drop your pants, and bite on
this stick, because you're getting it right in the ass. | say no
thank you to that. If | wanted someone poking painful things
in my ass every day, I've got an uncle | could look up.”

Harper had a scarf over her mouth, wound around and
around the lower part of her face, and she felt this gave her
permission not to reply. She squeezed into the crowd of
women making their way up the steps, out into the darkness
and the shrieking gale.

“It's not as bad as that,” murmured Gail Neighbors. At
least Harper thought it was Gail Neighbors. It would’ve been
difficult to tell the twins apart under any circumstances, but
with a hat pulled to the girl’'s eyebrows and the puffy collar
of her parka up around her ears, Harper could hardly see



any of her face. “Apparently they’re doing great things with
medical marijuana. Everyone gets an allowance, seven
joints a week. Government-bred weed, so it’s really clean,
really mellow.”

“Also, the legal drinking age there is sixteen,” said the
one Harper thought was Gillian. They had both turned
sixteen, Harper recalled, just after Thanksgiving.

The pressure of the crowd behind Harper ejected her out
of the stairwell and into the night. A pair of planks ran
alongside each other, across the snow, dwindling off into the
darkness. The salty gale battered at Harper, caused her to
stagger. She wasn’t as steady on her pins as she had been a
couple months ago. Her center of gravity was shifting. She
steadied herself against a boulder wearing a white cap of
snow.

The Neighbors girls passed her, went on ahead. Emily
Waterman skipped along behind them, and Harper heard
her saying, “They have ice cream on Fridays! Homemade ice
cream! Three flavors, strawberry, vanilla, and | think coffee.
Coffee is my favorite.”

“Ilce cream every day!” promised one of the Neighbors
girls.

“Ice cream for breakfast!” said the other, and then they
were gone into the night.

Allie took Harper’s elbow, helped her to stand straight.

“Think Nick went to the cafeteria?” Allie asked in a low,
dispirited voice. He hadn’t returned to the dorm, hadn’t
been seen since running out.

“I don’t know,” Harper said. “Probably.”

“Think Renée will ever talk to me again?”

“l think you’ll feel better as soon as you apologize.”

“Don Lewiston knows where it is.”

“Where what is?”

“The island. Martha Quinn’s island. At least he thinks he
knows. He showed me on a map once. He says based on all
the information, it's probably Free Wolf Island, off Machias.”

“So he's heard the broadcast?”



“No.”

“Have you?”

“No.”

“Has anyone heard Martha Quinn?”

“No,” said Carol Storey, before Allie could reply.

They had reached an intersection, beyond Monument
Park, where the path from the chapel met a series of planks
extending from the woods. Carol emerged from the snow,
which was whipping almost sideways, her father behind her.
She led him as if he were a child, holding his mittened hand.

“You ask everyone in camp,” Carol Storey said. “It's
always someone else who has heard it. And if it makes them
feel better to have a perfect safe haven to daydream about,
what’s wrong with that? I've caught myself going through
the AM band sometimes, too. But I'll tell you what. Even if
she’s out there, Martha Quinn doesn’t have anything we
need. We’'ve already got everything we need right here.”

Harper stamped into the cafeteria, snow falling off her
boots in wet white clumps. Father Storey flapped his coat
and a small blizzard fell around his legs. She cast her gaze
around for Nick and didn’t see him.

They collected trays and moved along the line to be
served.

Father Storey said, “l always had a bit of a crush on
Martha Quinn, in her bright vests and skinny ties. There’s
something about a woman in a tie. You just want to grab it
and pull her over for a squeeze.” He winked. Norma Heald
dished him a scoop of ravioli. The sauce had the consistency
of mud. “Norma, this looks delightful. Is it your own recipe?”

“It's Chef Boyardee,” Norma said.

“Wonderful!” he cried, and shuffled along to get himself
some Ritz crackers.

Norma rolled her eyes to watch him go, then looked back
to Harper. She collected another scoop of ravioli, but instead
of dumping it into Harper’s bowl, she waved the big serving
spoon at her. “I remember when she was on TV. Martha
Quinn. Teaching little girls to dress like tiny whores. Her and



Madonna and the one with the hair like cotton candy, Cyndi
Lauper. People like Martha Quinn are the reason this world is
being scourged by fire. You ask yourself if God would let
such a woman live, and make her His voice, calling His
people to safety? Look in your heart. You know He wouldn't.
She is gone and Madonna is gone and every moneylender in
Jew York City who got rich turning little girls into prostitutes
is gone. You know it and | know it.” The ravioli fell from the
spoon into Harper’s bowl with a thick wet schlopp.

“I doubt very much that God harbors anti-Semitic views
toward New York City or anywhere else, Norma,” Harper told
her. “Seeing as he called the Jews his own chosen people,
that seems highly unlikely. Have you seen Nick? Did he
come in for dinner?”

Norma Heald gave her a glazed, dull, unfriendly look.
“Haven’t seen him. Why don’t you go outside and yell for
him?”

“He’s deaf,” Harper said.

“Don’t let that stop you,” Norma said.
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Michael brought Nick back a few minutes before dawn. Nick
was soaked through and shivering from his night out, his
dark hair matted into tangles, his eyes sunk in deep hollows.
Harper thought he looked feral, as if he had been raised by
wolves.

The boy walked swiftly past Allie’s bed, without so much
as a glance at his sleeping sister, and went straight to
Harper’s cot. He wrote on a sticky pad: / don’t want to sleep
with her anymore. can | sleep here?

Harper took his pad and wrote: teach me how to say
“time for bed” in sign language and it’s a deal.

That was how Nick Storey came to sleep with Harper
instead of Allie, and how Harper renewed her education in
American Sign Language; they settled on one new word or
phrase a night as the price of admission to her bed. She was
a good student, she liked practicing with him, and she was
glad to have the distraction.

Although maybe she was too distracted: when the thief
got around to stealing the Portable Mother, Harper didn’t
even know it was gone until Renée Gilmonton asked what
had happened to it.
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Harper had never seen the Fireman in chapel before—no
one had—and she was as surprised as the rest of them
when he turned up the night after the Portable Mother was
stolen. He did not come all the way into the building, but
remained in the narthex, just beyond the inner set of doors.
His presence contributed to a low but steady sense of
anticipation that had been building all night. Word had
passed that Father Storey was going to make an
announcement about the thefts in the girls’ dorm. He was
going to do something.

“l think we should send the bitch away,” Allie said over
breakfast. “Find out who she is and pack her shit. No
excuses, no apologies.”

Harper said, “What if the thief gets picked up by a
Cremation Crew? Not only would they kill her, they’'d force
her to tell them about camp.”

“She isn’'t going to tell them anything. Not if we yank her
fucking tongue out before she goes. And break her fingers
so she can’t write.”

“Oh, Allie. | don’t think you mean that.”

Allie only stared back with an expression of glassy,
indifferent serenity. Like all the Lookouts, she had been
skipping lunches for over a month now. Her cheekbones
protruded in a way that made a person quite aware of the
skull under her skin.

For herself, Harper didn’t want Father Storey, or anyone
else, to worry about what she had lost. Everyone had lost
something: homes, families, hope. Put alongside these
things, the Portable Mother seemed no very great loss.

Which was not to say it meant nothing. She had found no
end of things to squeeze into the carpetbag for the baby.



There was a wooden sword with a rope handle for when he
needed to practice his sword fighting. There was a mini
audio player on which Harper had recorded lullabies,
bedtime stories, and a few poems. There was an umbrella
for rainy days, slippers for lazy ones. Most of all, there was
the notebook that had started it all and which she had filled
up with facts (your grandfather—my father—worked at
NASA for thirty years . . . he made honest-to-God
spaceships!!), advice (you can put anything in a salad—
slices of apple, hot peppers, nuts, raisins, chicken, anything
—and it will all taste good together), affection (/ haven’t said
| love you anywhere on this page, so here’s a reminder: |
love you) and lots of capital letters and exclamation points (/
LOVE YOU!!!).

Others had made contributions as well. Allie Storey put in
a plastic Iron Man mask for when he was on secret missions
and needed a disguise. Renée Gilmonton had appropriated
eighteen short books from the camp library, one that would
be right for each year of her son’s life, starting with Wheels
on the Bus and ending with Of Mice and Men. Don Lewiston
had made a present of a ship in a bottle. Carol Storey
offered Harper a View-Master full of pictures of historic
places that were all gone now. These days, the Eiffel Tower
was a blackened spear puncturing a sky of smoke. The Strip
in downtown Las Vegas was a charred wasteland. But in the
View-Master, the neon lights and spouting fountains would
be bright forever.

When the last stragglers had filed into the chapel, Father
Storey climbed the steps to the podium, took his thinking
pebble out of his mouth, and said, “l thought | would reverse
the usual order of things tonight and get my blab out of the
way before we sing and join the Bright. | apologize in
advance. Much as | do love to hear myself talk, | know the
songs are my favorite part of the night. | imagine you feel
the same way. Sometimes | think with half the world on fire
—with so much dying and so much pain—it’s a special kind
of sin to sing and feel good. But then | think, well, even



before Dragonscale, most human lives were unfair, brutal,
full of loss and grief and confusion. Most human lives were
and are too short. Most people have lived out their days
hungry and barefoot, on the run from this war and that
famine, a plague here and a flood there. But people have to
sing anyway. Even a baby that hasn’t been fed in days will
stop crying and look around when they hear someone
singing in joy. You sing and it’s like giving a thirsty person
water. It'’s a kindness. It makes you shine. The proof that
you matter is in your song and in the way you light up for
one another. Other folks may fall and burn—wil/l fall and
burn. There isn't one of us who hasn’t seen it happen. But
here no one burns. We shine. A frightened, faithless soul is
perfect kindling—"

“Amen,” someone murmured.

“—and selfishness is as bad as kerosene. When someone
is cold and you share your blanket, you're both warmer than
you would’ve been alone. You offer the sick your medicine
and their happiness will be your medicine. Someone
probably a lot smarter than me said hell is other people. |
say you're in hell when you don’t give to someone who
needs, because you can’t bear to have less. What you are
giving away then is your own soul. You have to care for each
other or you walk on cinders, a matchstick ready to be
struck. That's what | believe, anyway. Do you believe it?”

“l do,” Ben Patchett said from Harper’s right. Others said
it with him. Harper herself.

Sitting there in the pews, she felt as in love as she had
ever been with Jakob in their happiest hours . . . or more so.
Not with any one man or woman but with all of them, the
whole church full of believers. All her fellow travelers in the
Bright. There had been moments in the last few weeks when
it seemed to her she was discovering what it was like to be
in love for the very first time.

Jakob had told her that all acts of altruism were secretly
acts of selfishness, that you were really only doing for
others to please yourself. And he was right, without ever



really understanding what he was right about. He thought
altruism was worthless if it brought you happiness—that it
wasn’t really altruism at all—without seeing that it was all
right to feel good about making other people feel good.
When you gave your happiness away, it came back twofold.
It kept coming and coming, like the loaves and fishes. Its
impossible increase was, maybe, the one miracle that would
never be disproved by science. It was the last wonder
allowed to religion. To live for others was to live fully; to live
only for yourself, a cold kind of death. The sugar was
sweeter when you gave it to someone else to taste.

She had not thought she was a religious person, but in
the church at Camp Wyndham, she had discovered
everyone was religious. If you had it in you to sing, you had
it in you to believe and be saved.

With the possible exception of the Fireman, perhaps. The
Fireman was watching Father Storey with an expression of
calm detachment, and blowing smoke rings. He wasn’t
smoking a cigarette. He was just making the rings from
somewhere in his throat, fat cloudy circles that rose in
rippling hoops. He caught Harper watching and grinned.
Show-off.

Father Storey slipped his glasses off, polished them on
his sweater, and put them back on. “l guess someone
doesn’t believe it, though. About two months ago someone
started helping themselves to items from the kitchen.
Nothing much—a little milk, some potted meat. Hardly
worth mentioning. When you think about it, stealing a few
cans of Spam might even be looked upon as doing us all a
kindness. Then some other things went missing from the
girls’ dorm. Emily Waterman had a teacup taken, her lucky
cup of stars. A bottle of nail polish was swiped from the
Neighbors qirls. Five days ago, someone stole my
granddaughter’s locket from under her pillow. I'm not sure it
matters that it was gold, but it had a picture of her mother
in it, all Allie had left of her, and it broke her heart to lose it.
Then, yesterday, the thief helped herself to Nurse Willowes’s



care package for her unborn child. | believe most of you
know about her care package, what she’s been calling the
Portable Mother.”

Father Storey put his hands in his pockets and rocked
from the hips and for a moment his glasses flashed,
reflecting the candle on the podium, becoming circles of red
flame.

“I am sure whoever took the things from the girls’ dorm
must feel very ashamed and frightened. There isn’t a person
in this room who hasn’t suffered terribly since finding
themselves marked with the ’'scale, and under a strain like
that, it can be easy to act impulsively, to take from someone
else, without thinking how you would hurt them. | say to the
person who took these things, and who sits among us now:
you have nothing to fear by coming forward.”

“Don’t bet on it,” Allie whispered, and the Neighbors
twins stifled nervous laughter. There was no amusement on
Allie’s face, though.

“It would take bravery of the deepest kind to use your
voice and speak up and admit what you did. But if you tell
us the truth—if you raise your voice to give back—everyone
in this room will shine for you. The happiness we all feel
when we sing will be nothing compared to it. | know it. It will
be sweeter than any song, and every heart here will give
you something better than the things you took. They’'ll give
you forgiveness. | believe in these people and their
goodness and | want you to know the same things about
them that / know. That they can love you even after this.
Everyone here knows what makes the Dragonscale glow.
Not music—if it was just the music, my deaf grandson
wouldn't glow with us. It's harmony—harmony with one
another. No one will shame you or ostracize you”—he
lowered his chin and gave the room an almost-stern look
over his glasses—*“and if they do | will set them right. In this
place we raise our voice in song, not in contempt, and |
believe whoever took these things could no more help
themselves than my grandson can help being deaf. Believe



in us and | promise: it will be all right.” And he smiled so
sweetly Harper’'s heart broke a little. He was like a child,
gazing into a July night and waiting on fireworks.

No one moved.

A floorboard creaked. Someone cleared their throat.

The small candle wavered on the lectern.

Harper discovered she was holding her breath. She
dreaded the thought that no one would speak and that they
would disappoint Father Storey, would erase that smile. He
was the last innocent man in the world and she could not
bear for that to change. The thought—Iludicrous but intense
—came to her that she ought to say she had stolen the
things, but of course no one would believe that, and she
hadn’t stolen them, so she couldn’t return them.

The Neighbors sisters gave each other anxious looks,
each of them squeezing the other’'s hand. Michael stroked
Allie’s back until she shrugged him off. Ben Patchett exhaled
—a thin, tense, unhappy breath. Onstage, Carol Storey
hugged herself tightly as if to ward off a chill. In the whole
room, perhaps the only person immune to the tension was
Nick. He was no lip-reader under the best of conditions, and
certainly not by candlelight, from fifty feet away. He was
doodling gravestones in the back of a songbook. The dearly
departed included the famous I. M. DUNFORE, HARRY PITTS, and
BARRY D. BODIE. One tombstone read HERE LIES A THIEF, KILLED
WITHOUT GREEF . . . so then again, maybe he was following
along just fine.

When Father Storey looked up at last, he was still smiling.
He showed not the slightest sign of regret.

“Ah,” he said. “It was too much to ask, | suppose. |
imagine whoever took the things from the kitchen and the
girls’ dorm must feel terribly pressured. | only meant to
show you that everyone here wishes you well. You are one
of us. Your voice belongs with ours. The things you took
must be an awful weight on you and I’'m sure you’'d like to
be out from under it. Simply leave the things you took
somewhere they can easily be found and drop a note to tell



me where to look. Or have a private word with me. | won't
judge you and have no interest in punishment. When all of
us are walking with a death sentence inscribed right on our
skin, what need is there of punishment? We have all been
found quilty of being human. There are worse crimes.” He
looked back at Carol and said, “What are we singing tonight,
joy?”

Carol opened her mouth, but before she could reply,
someone shouted, “What if she doesn’t come forward?”

Harper glanced around: Allie. She was quivering—with
fury, but also, maybe, with nervousness—and at the same
time, her jaw was set in a look that was perfectly stubborn,
perfectly hostile, and perfectly Allie. Somehow Harper
wasn’t surprised. Allie was the only person in camp who
wasn’t in awe of the old man.

“What if the thief just keeps taking more stuff?” Allie
asked.

Father Storey lifted an eyebrow. “Then | imagine we’ll
make do with less.”

“It’s not fair,” whispered Gillian Neighbors. Her voice was
low, pitched to just above a whisper, but in the great
echoing space of the chapel, everyone could hear.

Carol stepped forward, to the edge of the stage, looking
at her feet. When she lifted her chin, her eyes were red, as if
she had been crying or was about to start.

“I don’t feel like singing especially,” she said. “I feel like
something important slipped away tonight. Something
special. Maybe our trust in each other. Allie, my niece,
doesn’t want to stay with the other girls anymore, knowing
there’s a thief there. She doesn’t have any other pictures of
her mother, my sister. No way to remember her. Just what
was in the locket. That locket will never mean to anyone
what it means to her and her brother. | don’t understand
how anyone could hurt her that way and then come in here
and sing like she cares about other people. It makes the
whole thing feel phony. I'll play a song you all know, and you
can sing if you want, or you can be silent with me. Whatever



feels right to you. A part of me feels like if we can’t all be
honest with each other, silence might be better. Maybe we
should all hold one of Father Storey’s stones in our mouth
for a bit, and consider what really matters.”

That sounded a little schoolmarmish in Harper’s opinion,
but she saw people nodding. She also saw Allie brushing
away an angry tear with one finger, then twisting her head
and turning to furiously whisper something to Gail and
Gillian Neighbors.

Then Carol began to play, picking at the strings of her
ukulele, not strumming. Notes rang out, like little hammers
striking silver chimes. It took only a moment for Harper to
recognize “Silent Night.” No one sang. There was, instead, a
reverential hush, the room utterly silent aside from Carol’s
playing.

Harper wasn’t sure who lit up first. At some point,
though, she became aware of a faint luminescence in the
cavernous dim. Eyes shone the blue-green color of lightning
bugs flashing in a summer night. Dragonscale became
scribbles of dim fluorescence. Harper thought of those fish
that lived in the deepest basins of the ocean, illuminating
the depths with their own glow-in-the-dark organs. It was a
cold, alien light, different from the usual almost-blinding
intensity of the Bright. Harper had not imagined they could
create harmony without a sound, that they could join in a
silent chorus of disapproval rather than song.

Only about half the room turned on, and Harper was not
among them. For the first time in weeks she was unable to
join, to connect. Over the last few weeks, she had come to
look forward to chapel, and slipped into the Bright as she
would’ve slipped into a warm bath. Now, though, the water
was cold. She couldn’t understand how any of the others
could stand it.

The last note hung in the air like a snowflake that refused
to fall. As it died away, this new, ill-hued Bright died away
with it, and the darkness around them returned.



Carol blinked at tears. Father Storey put his arms around
her from behind and hugged her to his chest. Maybe the
thief had stolen that locket from four people, after all: the
dead woman had been Carol's sister and Tom Storey’s
daughter, as well as Allie and Nick’s mother.

Father Storey peered over Carol’'s shoulder into the
chapel and smiled. “Well. That was very beautiful, but | hope
we won't make a habit of it. | like hearing all of you. We will
be rearranging the pews for morning reading and—ah! John!
| almost forgot you. Thank you for coming tonight. Is there
something you wanted to say to us?”

The Fireman grinned from the back of the room.

“I've found two men in need of shelter. With permission,
I’d like to bring them into the camp. | can’t vouch for them,
Father—I| haven’t been able to get close enough to talk to
them yet. They've painted themselves into a bit of a corner.
| can get them out and | can make a distraction to cover
their escape, but I'll need some others to lead them back to
camp.”

Father Storey frowned. “Of course. Anyone who needs
our help. I’'m surprised you’d even ask. Is there some special
reason for concern?”

“Judging by the orange suits they're wearing,” the
Fireman said, “the ones that say ‘Brentwood County Court’
on the back, they might be even more in need of salvation
than the average member of your flock, Father.”
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When Father Storey asked the Fireman who he’d need,
Harper didn’'t expect to be on his list, but she was the only
person he mentioned by name.

“Two or three men and Nurse Willowes, if you please,
Father. | don’t know what kind of state they’ll be in. At the
very least they’'ve spent twenty-four hours in a cramped
hiding place, in temperatures barely above freezing, so
they’ll be suffering from exposure. It might make sense to
have medical assistance on hand. What say we group up in
Monument Park in twenty minutes? I'd like to get under
way."”

The service was over. Everyone crowded into the aisles,
all of them yammering at once. Harper pushed her way
through the close press of bodies and the noise. Ben
Patchett was saying something—Harper, you’re pregnant,
he’s out of his mind if—but she pretended not to hear. In
another moment she was through the enormous red doors
and out into a cold so dry and sharp it stung the eyes.

Alone in the infirmary, she flung open cabinets, collecting
anything that might be useful and dumping it in a small
nylon knapsack. In her haste, her elbow struck the big
anatomical model of a human head. It tipped off the counter
and smashed on the floor.

She cursed, turned to kick the shards out of sight—was in
too much of a hurry to sweep—then hesitated.

The head had busted into several large pieces. One half
of the face gaped up at her with an idiotic astonishment. A
stenographer’s notebook, rolled into a tube and bound up
with thick rubber bands, lay among the shards.

Harper picked it out of the shattered pieces, undid the
rubber bands, and looked at the cover.



PRIVATE NOTEBOOK OF HAROLD CROSS
MEDICAL OBSERVATIONS AND PERSONAL INSIGHTS
WITH SOME OCCASIONAL POETRY

She considered what to do with it, thought there might
be quite a few people in camp who would want to know
what Harold had written about in the weeks before his
death. Finally she decided not to decide. There wasn’t time.
She tossed it in a drawer and got out of there.

Captain America was waiting on the steps of the
infirmary.

“I've got some other masks if you want one,” Allie said,
leading the way along the wobbling planks set out between
buildings. “I’'ve got Hulk, Optimus Prime, and Sarah Palin.”

“Is it important to disguise our identity?”

“l don’t think so. But it does make you feel more badass.
Like when guys rob a bank and they’re all wearing scary
clown masks? | have a huge girl boner for scary clown
masks.”

“Unless you have Mary Poppins, | think I'll go as | am. But
thank you for asking.”

Allie led her through the looming pagan rocks of
Monument Park, to a stone altar that would’ve been the
perfect place to sacrifice Aslan. Father Storey stood behind
it, with the Fireman on his right, and Michael and Ben on his
left—an image that Harper thought oddly recalled The Last
Supper. Michael even had Judas’s stringy red beard, if none
of his malice or fear.

“Allie?” Father Storey raised one hand, palm out, as if in

benediction. “l promised your aunt you’'d have no part in
this. Head down to the bus—you’re watching the gate
tonight.”

“I swapped with Mindy Skilling,” Allie said. “Mindy didn’t
mind.”

“And I'm sure she won’t mind if you swap back.”

Allie shot a questioning, hostile look at the Fireman. “I
always go. Since when do | not get to go? Mike is going. He’'s



only a year older than me. | started the Lookouts, not him. |
was the first.”

“The last time you went running around with John, your
aunt Carol sat staring out the window, clutching one of your
sweaters and praying,” said Father Storey. “She wasn't
praying to God, Allie. She was praying to your mother to
keep you safe. Don’t put her through another night like that.
Have mercy on her. And have mercy on me.”

Allie went on staring at the Fireman. “You going along
with this bullshit?”

“You heard him,” the Fireman said. “Run along, Allie, and
don’t give me one of your sixteen-year-old death stares. If
you want to have a row with me, it’ll have to be later.”

She glared at him for a moment longer—eyeing him as if
trying to decide how best to get even. Then she looked at
Michael, opened her mouth as if to plead with him. Mike half
turned away, though, scratching his back with his rosewood
nightstick, and pretended not to see her staring.

“Fuck you,” Allie said, her voice shaking with anger. “Fuck
all of you.”

In the next instant she bolted into the trees. Harper had
been able to move like that once; she remembered being
sixteen quite vividly.

Father Storey smiled in a way that looked awfully like a
wince. “In her own soft-spoken, gentle fashion, she does
manage to get her point across, doesn’t she? | would add
that compared to her mother, Allie Storey is the very model
of restraint.”

“Shoot,” Ben Patchett said. “l forgot to grab a flashlight.”

“No worries, Ben,” the Fireman said, stripping off his left
glove. “l brought a light.”

His hand ignited in a gout of blue flame, with a soft
whoosh, illuminating a circle ten feet in diameter. The
boulders threw monstrous shadows halfway down the hill.

Ben Patchett swallowed heavily as Harper fell in beside
him.

“I'll never get used to that,” he said.
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They followed the Fireman away from the church and in
under the pines, where there were no boards to walk on. But
the snow was brittle here, frozen and glassy on the surface,
and for the most part they could make their way downhill
without leaving any tracks.

Downhill? They seemed to be heading toward the water.
Harper was surprised, had expected them to pile into a car.

Harper's foot went through the polished surface of the
snow and she lurched into Ben’s side. He steadied her, then
looped his arm through hers.

“Let me help you,” he said. He cast a hooded look at the
Fireman’s back and muttered, “Crazy bringing you along.”

A weight and ill-shaped mass in his pocket pressed
against her arm and she frowned. She pushed her fingers
into his coat pocket and found a revolver: hatched walnut
grip, cold steel hammer.

She slipped her arm free.

He glanced at her, half smiling. “You're supposed to ask if
that’'s a gun in my pocket or if I'm just happy to see you.”

“Why do you need that?”

“You have to ask?”

“Sorry,” she said. “l thought we’re off to help people, not
shoot them.”

“You’'re off to help people. I'm on this trip to make sure
my favorite nurse gets back to camp in one piece. We don’t
know anything about these two men. We don’t know what
they were locked up for. Maybe John Rookwood is all right
risking your life for a couple outlaws, but I'm not.” His face
flushed and he looked down and away. “You ought to know
by now how much | care about you, Harp. If something
happened—sheesh.”



She put her hand on the back of his arm and squeezed.
She hoped he read that squeeze as Thank you for caring
and not God, I’'m horny, we should really screw sometime. In
her experience it was very difficult to offer a man affection
and kindness without giving him the impression you were
also offering a lay.

He smiled. “Besides. Departmental regulations require
any officer transporting a prisoner to carry his firearm at all
times. You can give up the badge, but it's hard to give up
the mind-set. Not that | ever really gave up the badge.”

“You still have it?”

“I keep it with my secret decoder ring and the fake
mustache | used for undercover work.” He bumped her
affectionately with his shoulder.

The snow was the color of blue steel, of gunmetal, in the
moonlight.

He mused, “Sometimes | think | ought to put it back on.”

“The fake mustache?” She peered into his features. “I
guess you could pull one off without looking too sleazy. You
have a good face for a mustache.”

“No. My badge. Sometimes | think this community could
use some law. Or at least some justice. Think about this gal
who’s running around, helping herself to grub and jewelry. If
she comes forward and admits what she did—or if we find
her out—is that really going to be the end of it? We're all
just going to hug it out on Father Storey’s say-so?”

“Maybe she could peel potatoes for a week or
something.”

“Or we could lock her up for three months, teach her a
lesson. | even know where I'd do it. There's a meat locker
below the cafeteria, just about the size of a cell at the
county jail. Bring in a cot and—"

“Ben!” she cried.

“What? She wouldn’t freeze. It's probably warmer in
there than in the basement of the church. There hasn’t been
any electric for months.”



“That’s disgusting. Solitary confinement in a room that
smells like rotten meat. Over a couple cans of milk?”

“And the Portable Mother.”

“Fuck the Portable Mother.”

He flinched.

Father Storey and Michael Lindgvist ambled along ahead
of them, Father Storey saying something, a hand on Mike’s
back. Mike walked with his nightstick stuck out to one side,
rapping it against the occasional tree trunk, like a boy
running a stick over the boards of a fence. Ben watched
them for a bit, then shook his head and snorted.

“If | was Mike, I'd be relieved to get out of camp and |
don’'t know if I'd hurry back. He might be in more danger
here.”

“From who?” Harper asked.

“From Allie. That girl has a temper. | wouldn’t want to
cross her.”

“You think she’s mad Michael didn’'t come to her
defense?”

“Especially after what they were up to before chapel. |
saw the two of them ducked behind a pine at the edge of
the woods, making out like they were never going to see
each other again. If | was her father, | would’ve—but I'm not,
and | guess neither of them are exactly kids anymore.”

“l didn’t know they were a going thing.”

Ben waggled his hand. “On again, off again. Apparently
on again.” He smiled at this. When he spoke once more, his
voice was pitched low and soft. “Putting the thief in the
meat locker might be a kindness. You don’t see that,
because you think everyone is as warmhearted as you.
Father Storey doesn’t see it either. You and he are two sides
of the same coin in that way.”

“How is it a kindness?”

“It would keep her from getting killed. It's less a
punishment, more like protective custody.”

Harper opened her mouth to disagree, then recalled
Allie's talk of finding the thief and yanking out her tongue.



She closed her mouth and said nothing.

Three canoes were tied alongside the dock, bobbing in
the sea. The Fireman lowered his burning left hand, put it
under one flap of his turnout jacket, and smothered the
flame.

“It'll be safer and faster to go the rest of the way by
water.” He settled into the canoe at the far end of the dock,
slid his halligan into the bottom.

Ben frowned. “Um—John? Am | counting wrong, or are we
at least a boat short? We’'re rescuing two men, aren’t we? So
.. . where are we going to put them?”

“You’'ll have room for them. I’'m not coming back by boat.
I’'ve arranged for other transportation.” The Fireman undid a
rope and pushed the canoe into the Atlantic. It rode low in
the water and Harper wondered how heavy a halligan bar
really was.

Ben gestured at one of the other canoes. “Harper, | don’t
know much about boats. Do you want to steer and I'll—"

“Actually,” Father Storey said, “l have a private medical
matter to discuss with Nurse Willowes. Do you mind?”

Ben did mind—for a moment the disappointment on his
face was so bald it was almost funny. But he nodded, and
climbed down into one of the other canoes. “We’ll see you
when we get where we're going, then. Watch out for
icebergs.”

Harper untied them while Father Storey carefully climbed
into the front of their canoe. As they pushed out into the
water, Harper shut her eyes and inhaled deeply. The air was
so clean and smelled so richly of the sea, it made her briefly
dizzy.

“l like it out on the ocean. Always have,” Father Storey
said, speaking over his shoulder. “You know, the camp has a
nearly forty-foot sailboat stashed on John’s island. Big
enough to—oh, will you look at that!” He pointed across the
water with a dripping paddle.

Allie was in the front of the Fireman’s canoe with a
paddle. She had sat up as soon as they were fifty feet from



the dock.

“Do you remember what John said to her, back on shore?
‘If you want to have a row with me, it'll have to be later.””
Father Storey did a voice that was a little like Paul
McCartney in Yellow Submarine. Not a bad imitation of the
Fireman at that. He said it again—“'A row!"”—the British
way, so it rhymed with cow, then repeated it once more, but
in the American fashion, so it rhymed with /ow. “Ha! He was
telling her we were taking the canoes, so she could run
ahead and wait for us. Well. She comes by her go-screw-
yourself streak honestly. | could never tell her mother,
Sarah, a thing, either.”

The shoreline, bristling with firs, scrolled by on either side
of them as they made their way out of the little harbor.

“What's bothering you, Father? You said you’'re not
feeling well?”

“lI believe | said | had a private medical matter. | don’t
think | said it was anything to do with me. | guess I'm all
right. A little sick at heart. You don’t treat for that, do you?”

“Sure. Take two chocolates and call me in the morning. |
think Norma Heald has a few Hershey's Kisses in the
kitchen. Tell her | wrote you a prescription.”

He didn’t laugh. “l think I'm going to have to send
someone away. |I've been trying to figure out how to protect
someone no one will forgive. It seems to me that sending
her away is the only hope for her. If she stays here, I'm
afraid of what the camp might do to her.” He cast a glance
back at Harper and smiled a little. “Every time | see them
sing and shine together | always wonder what would happen
if they formed a Ilynch mob. Do you think the Dragonscale
would like a lynch mob as well as a chorus? | do.”



8

He knows who the thief is, Harper thought. The idea was a
sharp jolt, the mental equivalent of stepping on a tack.

“Why are you telling me this?” Harper asked.

He stared out over the prow of the boat. “The person of
whom | speak would never leave willingly. Could you—if you
had to—administer something? To pacify a person if she was
—hysterical? Dangerous? To herself or . . . or others?”

Whatever Harper had been expecting to talk about, it
wasn’t this.

“I don’t have anything strong enough in my supplies. To
be honest, Father—"

“l wish you wouldn’t call me that,” he said, with a sudden
bitterness. “I've never been ordained, not by any church.
The only person who ought to call me Father is Carol. | never
should’ve let that get started, but it satisfied my ego. |
taught ethics and the history of Christianity at a prep school
in Massachusetts. I've gone from old-fuddy-duddy-in-the-
ivory-tower to high pope-Dalai Lama of the New Faith in five
months. You show me someone who could resist that, I'll
show you a real saint.”

“Now, Father. If | heard someone sneering at you like
that, I'd break something over their head. Don’t you know
you give all these people hope? You give me hope, and
that’s as magic as a whole church full of people glowing like
Christmas lights. I've started to believe | might live to see
my child born, and that’'s because of you, and the songs,
and all these wonderful people who have gathered around
you.”

“Ah. That's big-hearted of you, Harper. You just
remember: | didn't do anything to make all of you
wonderful. You were that way when | found you.”



They swung out and around a headland into open water.
The bank was forty feet away, a steep hill rising through
scrawny bare trees and boulders.

“To return to your question, | don’t have sedatives of any
strength whatsoever. God help us if | ever have to perform a
surgery. The most powerful drug in the camp medicine
cabinet is Advil. But even if | did have something stronger, |
wouldn’t like to sedate someone as a punitive measure. |
don’t do that. | help sick people.”

“This person—she js sick. And before you ask, no, | don't
want to say who | have in mind. Not until I've absolutely
settled on what steps to take.”

“l wasn’t going to ask.” She had already noticed the way
he was trying to avoid naming names.

He paused, considering for a time, then said: “What do
you think of Martha Quinn’s island?”

“lI think I'd feel a lot better about it if | knew someone
who has actually heard the broadcast.”

Father Storey said, “Harold Cross claimed to have heard
it. Once. And he was texting with someone in Lubec, which
has been operating as the capital of Maine ever since
Augusta burned to the ground.”

“Harold was texting with someone who said they were in
Lubec,” Harper said. “I never knew him, but by the sound of
it, Harold was a little too trusting.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Father Storey said, and again
there was that caustic, nasty tone of bitterness that was so
unlike him.

Harper could feel the ocean under the boat, the dreamy
pull of it. If they stopped paddling, the current would catch
the canoe and draw it to the east. In half an hour they would
be far enough out to see all the lights of Portsmouth; in an
hour, far enough perhaps to see all the lights on the New
Hampshire coast. An hour after that they would be too far
out to see any lights at all.

“We're going to have to send someone away, I'm afraid.
Force a woman from camp,” Father Storey said. “When that



happens . . . well, | wouldn’t send someone, no matter how
deluded, into exile, all alone. Sooner or later a Cremation
Crew would catch her. No. | think | will go with her. Perhaps
in the big sailboat out on John’s island. Myself and Don
Lewiston. I'd like to go looking for Martha Quinn.”

“Who’ll take care of camp?”

“It would have to be John. He’s the only one I'm certain is
up to the job.”

They swung around the headland to a narrow inlet, not
more than eighty feet across, with houses on either side and
decks built right over the water. Directly ahead was a short
bridge, spanning the entrance to the small bay beyond.

She didn’t recognize where they were until they were
gliding under the bridge itself, where their breath produced
metallic echoes, ringing off the rusting iron gridwork above
them. South Mill Pond opened up before her, a gourd-
shaped body of water between a park . . . and the
Portsmouth Police Department.

Most of the buildings around the pond were dark, but the
police department and the parking lot alongside it were lit
up like a football stadium on game night. From where she
sat, Harper could see two big hills of waste burning in the
lot. Each pile was almost twenty feet high. Harper wondered
what they were destroying—contaminated clothing? A few
fire trucks were parked nearby, the fire department
managing the blaze. Harper spied men in helmets and fire
jackets moving here and there about the bonfires. The
burning mounds produced an evil-looking smoke that
climbed into the night, blanking out the stars.

The Fireman began to paddle toward the police station.

“Oh, John,” Father Storey sighed. “l hope you know what
you're doing.”

The pond was no bigger than a soccer pitch and bisected
by a causeway, which lay directly ahead of them. There was
no crossing the causeway to the water on the other side
without portaging the canoes. Harper wasn’t sure where the



Fireman intended to beach them, but one way or another,
they’'d be on shore soon.

Harper leaned forward and hissed, “We’ll talk more when
we get back to camp. Of course, though, I'll do what | can to
help you. If | had the proper drugs, I'd be willing to sedate
the thief, after you confront her . . . but only as a last resort.
| can’t believe it would come to that. If you and Carol
approach this person together, privately, and show her the
kind of empathy and understanding you were talking about
in chapel—well, | can’t imagine anyone in camp who
wouldn’t respond to that.”

Tom Storey turned his head to look back at her, his brow
furrowed in puzzlement, a question in his eyes, forming on
his lips . . . as if she had posed a very baffling riddle. Harper
wondered at it. She felt she could not have been more direct
or clear. She wanted to ask him what he didn’t understand,
but there was no time. The Fireman was bringing them into
shore, close to the causeway. Harper pointed with her
paddle, and Father Storey nodded and turned away. Later,
she thought, not imagining that there wouldn’t be a later.

Not for Father Storey.
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The embankment was made of rough-hewn granite blocks,
rising from a ribbon of sand. The canoe made an agonizingly
loud crunch as it came into the shallows. Ben was already
waiting to pull their boat up alongside the other two.

The Fireman squeezed Allie’'s shoulder and pointed
toward the causeway. He murmured something into her ear
and Allie nodded and began picking her way along the little
ledge of sand, staying low.

“Where’s she going, John?” Harper asked in a whisper.

“The men we came here to rescue are on the other side
of the causeway, and the only way to get to them without
being seen is through that.”

He pointed again and this time Harper saw one end of a
drainage pipe beneath the causeway. At high tide the
opening would be underwater, but right now it was nearly
dry. Allie crouched and began clearing away the dead
branches and rusted beer cans that choked the entrance.

“You're sending a sixteen-year-old girl to talk to a pair of
felons?” Ben asked. “What happens when one of them grabs
her by the hair and pulls her out of the pipe?”

“She doesn’t have any hair to grab, Ben, and she knows
her business. This isn’t the first time she’s helped someone
out of a tight spot,” the Fireman said.

He reached back into his canoe. Steel chimed. He rose
with his halligan.

“l trust you, John,” said Father Storey. “As long as you can
promise me Allie will be safe.”

“l couldn’t promise that even if she stayed behind to knit
with Norma Heald, Tom. But I'm not afraid of the two men
hiding on the other side of the causeway. They want to get
away, not get caught.”



Michael said, “That pipe looks pretty small. You sure
they’ll be able to follow her back through?”

Allie was wrestling with a rusted shopping cart that
partially blocked the entrance.

“I'm sure they won’t,” the Fireman said. “One is as tall as
Boris Karloff and the other is roughly the size of a water
buffalo. If they tried to follow her through, they’d be even
more stuck than they are now. No, they’ll have to go over
the causeway, as soon as it's safe to cross without being
seen. Ben, Michael, Father: you just be ready to help them. |
don’'t know how well they’ll be able to walk.”

“What do you mean, they’'ll have to go over the
causeway?” Ben asked. “When will it be safe for them to
go?”

The Fireman clambered up the steep pitch of the
embankment, using the halligan’s pick end to hoist himself
along. He glanced back and whispered, “When the
screaming starts.”

He reached the top of the wall, stood for a moment at the
edge of the parking lot with the bronze glow of the firelight
shifting over his features, then leaned his halligan against
one shoulder and walked away whistling.

“Does he make you feel dumb?” Ben asked no one in
particular. “He always makes me feel dumb.”

“What now?” Harper asked.

“l guess we hunker down,” Ben said. “And wait to see if
anything goes wrong.”

The Fireman had been gone not a moment—the strong,
carrying sound of his whistle had only just faded away—
when Allie reared back from the drainage pipe with a
mewling cry of horror, stumbled, and sat down in the water.

“That was fast,” Michael said.
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Harper was the first to get to Allie, helping her to stand.

“What?” Harper whispered. “What is it?”

Allie shook her head, her eyes bright spots in the holes of
her Captain America mask.

Harper went around her and crouched at the entrance to
the drainage pipe. A mound of mud and sticks and leaves
was wedged in there, a brushy, thorny mass, just beyond
arm’s reach.

The mass of leaves rose, shifted, and turned sideways.

It was an animal. There was a fucking animal in the pipe,
a porcupine the size of a Welsh corgi.

Harper spied a stick, two feet long and forked at one end.
She had an idea she could reach the stick past the
porcupine and pull him toward her, drag him out into the
open. Instead, the forked end of the stick jabbed the
porcupine in the side. Quills bristled. The porcupine grunted
and crept farther into the pipe.

She looked back for Allie. Michael had scrambled over to
her and put his jacket around her. Her jeans were soaked
from her spill into the water and she was shivering steadily.
Shivering . . . and regarding the drainage pipe with a bleak
look of alarm. Harper had never before seen the slightest
trace of fear in Allie Storey, and in a way it was a kind of
relief to know something could get to her.

Harper didn’t blame her. The idea of squeezing into a
three-foot-wide pipe with a fat, pissed-off porcupine was
appalling, nearly unthinkable.

So she didn’t think. Harper got down on all fours and put
her face into the pipe. She smelled rotting garbage and a
warm mammalian reek.



“The hell you thinking?” Ben asked. “Aw, Harper. Aw,
don’t do that. Don’t go in there. Let me—"

But when he reached for her, she twitched her arm away
and pushed her shoulders into the pipe. Ben was six feet tall
and over two hundred pounds and had as much chance of
getting through the drainage pipe as the rusted shopping
cart Allie had tossed into the shallows.

Harper, though, was only a little taller than Allie, maybe
fifteen pounds heavier, and she knew if any of them were
able to squirm through the pipe, it was her. It was going to
be tight, though. She could feel that already, the walls
forcing her shoulders in close to her body.

She remembered then that she was in her second
trimester and probably thirty pounds heavier than Allie. She
wondered if she had fattened up enough to get jammed in
here. She considered going back, then squirmed forward
another foot.

The porcupine had stopped waddling and turned
sideways to watch her approach. She jabbed him with the
stick again and the eye that faced her seemed to flash with
outrage. It was the color of blood frozen in a drop of amber.
The porcupine hissed and shuffled onward.

She followed him, crawling on hands and knees across
corkscrew corrugations. She had gone perhaps a third of the
distance when her hips caught.

Harper heaved forward to free herself, but didn't go
anywhere. Instead, she felt the walls clamp tighter around
her. She tried to go back, and couldn’t, and flashed to an
image of a cork stuck in a wine bottle, that last night with
Jakob.

The porcupine hesitated and seemed to give her a look of
unfriendly speculation: What? Something wrong? A little
stuck? Maybe you need a friendly poke from a stick to get
you moving again?

The water trickling between her hands was icy and the
stainless steel walls were rimed with frost, but suddenly
Harper was hot. Heat prickled up her sides and in the cup



made by her collarbones. It was not the ordinary flush of
warmth a person sometimes felt in a moment of anxiety.
She knew this sensation well, a feeling like bug spray on
abraded skin. She drew another sharp breath and smelled
smoke, a sickly sweet stink, like maple-flavored bacon
burning in the pan.

That’s you, she thought, and when she looked down, she
saw a pale fluff of smoke coming off the tracery of
Dragonscale on the backs of her hands.

| told you, the porcupine whispered, in Jakob’s voice. We
should’ve died together, the way we planned. Wouldn't that
have been better than burning to death like this, in a dark
hole? You could’ve just gone to sleep in my arms, no fuss,
no pain. Instead you’re going to roast here and when you
begin to shriek, it will draw the police, and they’ll get Allie,
and Father Storey, and Ben, and Michael, and make them
kneel on the sand, and put bullets in their brains, and it will
be your fault.

She pulled again. The pipe held her fast.

She blinked, eyes tearing from the smoke. It wasn’t the
fire that killed you, she understood then. It was terror, or
maybe surrender. It was the moment when, with horror and
shame, you realized you had got yourself stuck someplace
and you were too weak to pull yourself free. The
Dragonscale was the bullet, but fear was the finger that
pulled the trigger.

Her breath screamed in her throat. She poked the
porcupine with the stick before he could get any ideas, and
stabbed a choked little squeal out of the thing. He began to
hustle away, moving along even faster than before.

She couldn’t see the other end of the pipe anymore
through the smoke rising from her. She didn’t know why she
wasn’'t choking on it. She inhaled deeply, preparing to
cough, and thought, Sing. Sing it away.

“Dum dilly dilly, um dilly die,” she whispered, in a
cracked, hoarsened voice, and immediately stopped.



It was bad enough to be stuck in a pipe with a porcupine,
worse to be in there with a lunatic, even if the lunatic
happened to be herself. The desperation she heard in her
own voice unnerved her.

A fresh wave of chemical heat prickled over her body.
Worms of heat crawled on her scalp. She could smell her
hair frizzing and cooking and she thought if she got out of
the pipe she would let Allie shave her head, but she wasn't
going to get out of the pipe, because it was all a lie, the idea
that singing could save you. British children sang to each
other during the Blitz and the roof still caved in on them.
Her own voice had never mattered. Tom Storey’s faith was a
prayer to an empty cupboard.

Smoke burned in her throat. White clouds spurted from
her nostrils. She hated every moment of hope she had ever
allowed herself to feel. Hated herself for singing along,
singing with the others, singing to the others, singing—

Singing to the others, she thought. Singing in harmony.
Father Storey said it was not the song but harmony itself
that mattered. And you couldn’t create harmony alone.

She blinked at the smoke, eyes watering, tears sticky on
her face, and in a soft, uneven voice, sang again, her mind
turned inward, to the life knotted like a fist in her womb.

“I'll be your candle on the water,” she sang. Not Julie
Andrews this time, but Helen Reddy. It was the first song
that came to mind, and at the sound of it, echoing faintly in
the pipe, she felt the sudden, half-hysterical urge to laugh.
“My love for you will always burn.”

She was badly off-key, her voice warbling with emotion,
but at almost the first word, her Dragonscale pulsed and
shone with a soft golden light, and that sensation of her skin
crawling with chemical heat began to abate. At the same
time the baby seemed to subtly shift inside her, rotating like
a screw, and she thought, He’s showing you what to do. He
is in harmony. A ludicrous idea, except then she swiveled
her hips, following the twisting corrugations of the pipe, and



eased forward. She came loose so suddenly she banged her
head with a hollow gong.

Harper crawled into a funnel of smoke. Her lungs strained
to find oxygen that wasn’t there, yet her head did not swim
and she did not feel faint. Indeed, she had enough air to
continue singing to the baby in an exhausted, whispered
chant.

She lowered her head, blinking tears out of her eyes, and
when she blearily looked back up, the porcupine was right in
front of her, so close she almost put a hand down on him.
His cloak of needles bristled.

She banged the stick against the side of the pipe, drew it
back, and lanced it at the porcupine.

“I'll be a candle right up your ass, you don’'t keep
waddling, fat boy,” she half sang, half choked.

He began to trundle away from her again, but Harper had
had enough of the porcupine and enough of the drainage
pipe. She scooped the stick right under his rear end and
shoved him along ahead of her. She felt this had the
makings of a new Olympic sport: porcupine curling.

The rodent broke into what passed for a run with his
species. He did not hesitate when he reached the end of the
pipe, but dropped down and out through the opening. In the
flickering orange firelight that illuminated the evening,
Harper could see the porcupine was not so large after all.
Jammed into the pipe, he had looked to be the size of a
puppy. Out in the throbbing glow of the bonfires, he was no
more than a hamster with quills. He glared back at her with
a single, reproachful eye before continuing on. For a
moment Harper felt almost guilty about the way she had
treated him. She had also been driven from her home and
felt she could relate.

She heard a startled whisper from outside the pipe and to
the left. “The fuck is that?” Someone threw a rock at the
porcupine and it scampered away into brush, the poor,
persecuted thing.



Harper pulled herself forward a few inches, almost to the
lip of the pipe.

“Hello out there,” she said in a low voice.

The end of the pipe darkened and filled, the night sky
eclipsed by the head and shoulders of a large man.

Harper was no longer smoldering and no longer singing,
and at some point in the last few moments, the gold flecks
of Dragonscale had ceased to shine. Her arms and back,
inked with the fine, delicate tracery of the spore, felt tender
and sore, but not entirely unpleasant.

“Who is that?” asked the big man peering into the pipe.

Even scuffed, filthy, and ash-streaked, his carrot-colored
jumpsuit was lurid in the shadows, as bright as neon. His
build was bearish, his face blocky, acne-scarred . . . but his
yellowish eyes struck Harper as almost professorial. Those
eyes were, in fact, nearly the exact same color as the
porcupine’s eyes.

“I'm Harper Willowes. I'm a nurse. I'm here to help you
get away. There are two of you, yes?”

“Yeah, but—he already tried squeezing in the pipe and he
couldn’t get in. And I’'m even bigger'n he is.”

“You aren’t going to come through the pipe. You’'re going
to walk straight across the causeway. There are friends
waiting on the other side with boats. They’ll take you to
safety.”

“Lady, we been hidin’ in a culvert for twenty hours. Ain't
neither of us up to sprinting across that road. My pard here
can barely stand. | thank you for thinking of us. | sincerely
do. But it's not happening. It doesn’t matter if your boats
are only a hundred feet away. They might as well be on the
moon. There’s fifty men up in that parking lot, most of 'em
armed. If we break cover and make a dash for it—and a
hobble would be more like it—they will shoot first and ask
questions never.”

“You aren’t going to run,” she said, remembering what
the Fireman had said. “You're going to walk. And you won't
be seen. There’ll be a distraction.”

n



“What distraction?”

“You'll know it when you see it,” she said, because that
sounded better than admitting she had no idea.

He grinned to show a gold tooth in the back of his mouth.
He was what her father would’ve called an ugly cuss. “Why
don’'t you come out here? Come on out and sit with us,
darlin’.”

“l have to get back. Just be ready,” she said.

“You aren’t gonna back all the way down that pipe, are
you? Wouldn’t it be better to crawl out and get yourself
turned around?”

She hadn’'t thought about going back until now—
ridiculous but true—and didn’t know how to reply. He was
right, of course. She could no more get out of the pipe by
crawling in reverse then she could by turning to smoke and
vanishing; in fact, turning to smoke was a far more likely
possibility.

If she went forward, though, even a foot, she imagined
the bearish man snatching a handful of her hair, his smile
going away and his eyes going dead. He and his friend could
do whatever they wanted to her; she wasn’t going to
scream, bring down the law on them, give up the location of
her friends. The Fireman had said they wanted to get away,
not get caught, and that was true. But it was also true that
they were convicts and she was a pregnant woman who
couldn’t call for help. It was entirely possible, she saw now,
for them to have their cake and rape and murder it, too.

She was stuck again, maybe worse than she had been
when she was halfway through the pipe. She could not see a
way back and she didn't dare go forward. Why don’t you
sing him something from one of your favorite musicals? she
thought, and almost laughed.

But as it happened there was nothing to figure out; it was
a problem that never required solving. The big man was
distracted by something up on the causeway. His eyes—
reflecting the firelight—were bewildered and glassy with
fright.



“Haaaaa—" he sighed. “Holy . .. holy . . .”

She assumed he was trying to say Holy shit, but he never
got out anything more than that first word. And later it
occurred to her that maybe he had said exactly what he
meant: that what was happening up on the road was a kind
of holy manifestation, as unlikely as a burning bush or a
night sky full of angels, twinkling over Bethlehem.

Although holy wasn’t the word that came to her mind
when she saw what was happening up on the road.

Infernal was more like it.
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The light dimmed. It was as if a great black curtain had been
dropped between the water and the bonfires up in the
parking lot.

The prisoner’s eyes widened by degrees.

“What?” she asked.

He didn’t reply, only gave his head a short, distracted
shake. He put a hand on his knee and pushed, rising to his
full height with some effort. She could see his legs were
hurting. He stepped to her left, out of sight. She heard him
whispering to someone, a low groan of pain, and the scuffle
of shoes on rock. Then nothing.

No: not nothing. From a distance, she heard yells,
startled cries.

It was as if all light were being swallowed, were being
drowned. She could not for the life of her imagine what
could smother the night that way.

She darted her head out of the pipe for a look, meaning
to scuttle straight back if she saw the man in orange. But
there was no one waiting for her. To her left was another
sloped, six-foot-high wall of irregular granite blocks. A wide,
concrete-lined culvert was set into it, sunk beneath the
parking lot above. There was room for perhaps two men to
crouch out of sight, under the concrete soffit, but rusted
bars blocked the way into the darkened passage beyond.
That was where they had hidden . . . jammed into that
cramped space, huddled together for warmth against the
wrought-iron bars.

Harper craned her neck to see up onto the causeway, but
she was still most of the way in the pipe and from that angle
couldn’t make out much. What she could see was smoke: a



bubbling black cloud, pouring into the sky, spreading across
the road and the parking lot.

She slid forward on her knees, freed herself from the
pipe, stood up, and gazed dumbly at the top of the
embankment.

The devil stood in that immense cloud: a devil that
towered two stories high, a broad-shouldered demon with a
vast rack of horns. He was a flickering apparition of flame,
buried deep in that boiling thunderhead of smoke. In one
hand he held a hammer and he raised an arm as thick as a
telephone pole and brought it down on a burning red anvil.
Steel clanged—she heard it quite distinctly. Sparks flew from
somewhere in the black cloud. The devil’s tail—a slender,
twelve-foot whip braided from fire—lashed behind him.

The black cloud was so immense, Harper could no longer
see the police station or the parking lot or the bonfires. The
smoke spread over the causeway, an impenetrable bank of
toxic fog.

Men screamed, hollered, ran about on the other side of
the smoke.

The devil brought the hammer down again and again,
each time with another ringing c/lang! He tossed his burning
head back, his eyes two red, delighted coals. In profile, it
was impossible not to recognize him as the Fireman.

The devil finished his work, set aside his hammer, and
lifted his new-forged instrument: a lance of fire, a pitchfork
fashioned from pure flame, as long as his own body.

Someone on the other side of the smoke wailed. Harper
had never heard a voice raised in such despair. It was the
cry of a man afraid for his own soul.

Several ideas occurred to her in rapid succession, a string
of firecrackers rattling off.

First: It was a shadow show. She didn't know how he was
doing it, but she was sure that what she was seeing was no
different than a little boy shining a flashlight at his hand and
conjuring the shadow of an elephant on his bedroom wall.



Second: If she was going to go, she had to go now. This
couldn’t possibly last.

Third: John needed to go himself. To end his performance
and slip away. He had made more than enough smoke and
chaos to allow the prisoners to limp across the causeway
unseen.

Fourth and last: Maybe he didn’t care if he got away or
not. Maybe he had never cared. Maybe the possibility of his
own capture and death was not a concern but an
enticement.

Harper climbed the slope on all fours, digging her fingers
into the mossy gaps between stone blocks.

She struggled to her feet and stood up in that dense
black cloud of smoke. She knew not to inhale, but her throat
and nostrils began to burn anyway. It was a little better if
she sank low, but only a little.

Harper advanced into the cloud. She could see the
asphalt directly beneath her feet, but no more. The smoke
was too dense to see any farther than that.

From the far side of the smoke bank, she heard a new
noise—a chorus of organized, authoritative shouts—the
sound of several men calling to one another as they worked
in unison.

The blast of water hit the smoke bank, aimed at the
devil’s burning chest. Satan flickered, lifted his arms to
protect his face, and for a moment the pitchfork quivered
and took on the shape of an enormous halligan bar.

The Fireman shouted somewhere in the smoke, a
surprised yell. Steel banged and clattered.

Satan staggered, wheeled about, and dropped his
flickering pitchfork. He closed his wings around his body,
hiding within, shrank into himself, and vanished.

The men holding the fire hose continued blasting water
into the cloud. Spray rained past Harper. It hissed in the hot
smoke, and the cloud changed in color and texture, going
from polluted and black to humid and pale, not so much
smoke as steam.



She knew what had happened. They got him, that was
what. The battering ram of water had knocked the Fireman
right off his feet.

Without thinking, Harper ran deeper into the smoke,
plunging toward where she thought she had heard his voice.

More yells, closer now. Some of them were moving into
the cloud, coming toward her. No—coming toward the
Fireman.

Her foot caught on something, a metal bar that clanged
across the blacktop, and she stumbled, steadied herself. The
halligan. Something moved nearby in the mist. Someone
retched.

The Fireman rose unsteadily up onto all fours. His helmet
had been blown off and his hair was drenched. His shoulders
hitched. He gagged and vomited water.

“John?” she asked.

He lifted his head. His eyes were bewildered, unhappy.

“The fuck are you doing here?” he asked.

He rose to his knees, swaying, and opened his mouth to
say something more. Before he could, a shape reared up in
the clouds to his left, drawing his attention.

A thing—a bug-faced monstrosity—lurched out of the
smoke. lIts slick, glistening eyes were bright in the drifting
mist, and it had a bulbous, grotesque mouth. Otherwise it
resembled a man dressed in a fireman’s turnout jacket and
knee-high boots. It put one of those black boots between
the Fireman’s shoulder blades and shoved, and John was
slammed down onto his face.

“You fuck,” said the monstrosity—a fireman, a real
fireman, in a gas mask. The Gasmask Man said, “You
goddamn fuck, | got you now.”

John started to rise onto all fours. The Gasmask Man
cocked back one boot and drove it into his ribs, knocked his
hands and knees out from under him.

“Fuck you, you little fuck,” the Gasmask Man said. “You
fucking fuck . . . guys! Guys, | got him! | got the fucking
fuck!”



He booted the Fireman again, in the side this time, half
turning him over.

Harper saw quite clearly that in moments John would be
overrun, kicked to death by the Gasmask Man and his pals.

She bent and grabbed the halligan—

—and screamed in surprise and pain and dropped it. She
looked at her hand in shock. Blisters were already forming
on her reddened palm. The halligan was hot, nearly as hot
as the business end of a branding iron.

Her cry caught the Gasmask Man’s attention. He fixed
her with his blind, terrible stare and pointed one gloved
hand.

“You! Get the fuck on the fucking ground! Tits down,
hands behind your fucking head! Do it, do it right the fuck

John rose with an angry shout, got his arms around the
Gasmask Man’s waist, and tried to throw him down. All he
was able to do was back the guy up a few steps before the
Gasmask Man—six inches taller and a hundred pounds
heavier than John Rookwood—started shoving him the other
way.

They grappled, turning in circles. The Gasmask Man
closed his hands on John’s right arm and twisted. A joint
made a sickening, oddly wet pop. John went down on one
knee and the Gasmask Man brought his knee up under his
chin, snapped his head back. John toppled onto his back.
The Gasmask Man stepped forward and put his boot on the
Englishman’s chest and stomped. Bones cracked.

Harper slipped off her coat, wrapped it around her burnt
right hand, and scooped up the halligan bar again. Even
through a fistful of fabric she could feel its heat, could smell
it liquefying the nylon.

Harper lifted the halligan. The Gasmask Man turned, took
his foot off John’s chest, and came at her, arms spread. She
slashed the halligan and the bar caught him across the
helmet with a steely thwang! He took one more step and
folded, diving face-first into the ground. His helmet sailed



off, slicing Frisbee-like through the mist. It clattered to the
blacktop, a grotesque dent creasing one side.

The sight of that dent sickened her. She felt bile rising in
her chest, tasted it in the back of her throat. The sight of
that dent was somehow worse than seeing a smashed-in
head.

She didn’t know what had made her do it. She had
wanted to scare him away with the halligan, not crush his
head in. She dropped the halligan in revulsion. It fell into the
great dirty puddle spreading across the blacktop and hissed.

More yells. She saw another fireman sprint through the
drifting white cloud of smoke and vapor off to her left. He
raced past without seeing them.

The Fireman—her Fireman—had her by the elbow. His
other arm, the right, hung at a strange angle at his side and
he was half bent over, grimacing, a runner trying to catch
his breath.

“You all right?” he asked.

She stared at him as if he were speaking in a foreign
language. “John! I—I hit him with your halligan.”

“Ooh, you did, too! Sounded like someone playing a steel
drum.” He grinned with admiration.

Someone yelled from what seemed only a few feet away.
He glanced back over his shoulder, and when he looked at
her again, the smile was almost gone. He gripped her
shoulder.

“Come along,” he said. “We have to go. Help me get his
coat.”

When she wouldn’t go any closer to the dead body he let
go of her and waded into the smoke. He bent with some
effort—through her shock, she registered his face tightening
with pain—and picked up the dented helmet. When he
looked back at her, she still hadn’t moved.

“His coat, Willowes!” he called to her. “Quickly now.”

She shook her head. She couldn’t. She couldn’t even look
at him. She had killed a man, smashed his brains in, and it
was all she could do not to cry, not to fall on her knees.



“Never mind,” he said, and for the first time he seemed
impatient with her, even angry. He removed his own coat—it
took a great deal of care for him to slip it gently off his
dangling right arm—and when he got to her, he hung it over
her shoulders. Beneath he wore a black shirt made of some
kind of elastic material and bright yellow suspenders.

He went to put the dented helmet on her own head and
she flinched, backed away. He followed her gaze to the body
slumped on the ground and finally seemed to understand.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” he said. “You didn’t kill him.
Look—"

He stuck his boot behind the Gasmask Man’s ear and
gave a gentle nudge. The Gasmask Man made a small,
unhappy shriek.

“There’s no blood on it and no brains either, so put it on
and help me,” he said, and this time she allowed him to set
the helmet on her head. He stepped back and looked at her
and grinned again. “Well! Aren’t you the perfect little
firewoman!”

And then his legs gave out.
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She caught him before he could fall to his knees and got her
hands around his waist. He sagged against her. He hummed
a disconcertingly sunny tune, as they went around in a
drunken circle.

“What is that?”

“The Hooters! And we danced!” He almost sang. “A lost
treasure from a better time, the days of acid-washed jeans
and fun hair. Do you like eighties music, Nurse Willowes?”

“Can we discuss the oldies another time?”

“What? What? The oldies? I've already had a man kicking
in my ribs, and now you pull out my heart.”

“Hey!” someone yelled at them, coming through the
smoke. Harper looked past John and saw another Gasmask
Man heading toward them, even bigger than the last. “You
okay?”

Harper realized that in the shifting clouds, he believed
they were firemen, too.

“He got away! The guy! The fucking fuck who made the
smoke!” John shouted, and his voice carried no trace of an
accent at all. “He clobbered us and went that way!” John
pointed past her, through the streaming vapor.

“This fucking guy . . . this fucking guy again,” said the
second Gasmask Man.

“We've got a fucking man down!” John cried, pointing
back at the first Gasmask Man, sprawled on the ground.
“Fucking fuck fuck!” Harper wanted to elbow him in the side,
but his ribs couldn’t take it.

“Go on, get the fuck out of here,” said the second
Gasmask Man. “Both of you. Get clear of the fucking smoke.
| got him.”



She had to help John walk, her arm around his waist, his
over her shoulders. They limped a few steps away and then
the second Gasmask Man yelled at their backs.

“Hey! Wait!”

She forced herself to glance back, eyes lowered.

The second Gasmask Man extended the dropped
halligan.

“Take it. There’s a lot of fucking guys running around. |
don’t want someone falling down and taking a fucking
hatchet to the knee.”

“Right. Thanks,” she said, then added, “Fuck,” for good
measure.

The metal was still warm—her palm tingled painfully as
she took hold of it—but the cold water on the ground had
lowered its temperature enough so she could hold it without
wrapping her hands first. She took hold of it and tugged, but
for an instant the second Gasmask Man didn’t let go of his
end. Through the lenses of his mask, she saw his brow knot
up. He was looking at the both of them, really /ooking at
them, maybe for the first time. Just possibly he was thinking
that firewomen were few and far between, so few that he
knew all of them by name and had suddenly recognized she
didn’t belong. In a moment he would jerk the halligan back
out of her hand and come at them with it.

The damp white smoke eddied around them, sketching
ghosts.

The second Gasmask Man let go of the halligan and
turned away, shaking his head. He sank to one knee next to
the man on the ground.

“Nurse Willowes,” John murmured, and she realized it
was safe to go.

She walked him through the smoke. Men ran past them,
going the other way, calling to each other.

“He said ‘this guy again,’”” she said, leaning in to speak
quietly into the cup of his ear. “Do you spend a lot of nights
keeping the fire department in hysterics with creative acts
of arson?”



“Everyone needs a hobby,” he said.

Then they were through the smoke and into the parking
lot, the Portsmouth Police Department not a hundred steps
away on their left. The smoke was a towering wall of white
cloud that masked the causeway and all of South Mill Pond
behind them.

They had come out close to one of the two bonfires. It
seethed, a sound it was impossible not to associate with
rage, and she wondered, for the first time, if flame could
hate . . . an absurd, childish notion that she could not quite
set aside.

Lawmen milled about just beyond the double glass doors
leading into the police department. Harper and John had
emerged from the smoke right next to a cop with a round,
freckled, innocent face, dressed in a black poncho and black
rubber gloves. He didn’t look at them, only goggled at the
smoke. Harper thought she saw his lips moving in a
soundless prayer. Was it any surprise, really? The whole
world was burning and tonight they had seen the deuvil,
come to claim his kingdom of fire at last.

Harper looked over at the first bonfire and saw they were
not burning piles of clothes after all. Or, rather, they were
burning piles of clothes—it was just that people were still
wearing them. The bonfire to the left was a heap of
desiccated bodies, blackened and shriveled corpses. In the
flames, they snapped and whistled and crackled noisily, just
like any kindling.

She glimpsed a dead woman, holding a dead child of
about eight, the boy’s face buried in her breast. She did not
flinch from the sight. She had seen enough of the dead in
Portsmouth Hospital. If she felt anything, it was simply that
she was glad the two of them—mother and child—had died
together, holding each other. To be held by your mother, or
to be able to hold your child at the end, struck her as a kind
of blessing.

“Keep your head down,” John murmured. “He might see.”

“Who?”



“The ex.”

She looked past the first bonfire to the great orange town
truck on the far side. The tailgate was down, the rear end
raised, as if to dump a heap of sand. Four or five bodies
remained in the back end, had for some reason not slid out.
Maybe they were frozen to the metal.

Jakob sat in the open passenger-side door, elbows on his
knees, smoking a Gauloise. He was flushed, oiled with sweat
from the heat of the bonfire, and hadn’t shaved in a while.
He had lost weight, and it showed in his face, in his sunken
cheeks and the deep hollows around his eyes.

As if he felt her gaze—like a light touch on his scarred
cheek—Jakob turned his head and stared back at her. His
wounds had healed badly, shiny white slashes carved across
the side of his face. Worse still was the black mark on his
neck, a hideous burn in the shape of a man’s hand.

She looked down, walked on. She counted to ten and
risked another glance back. He had returned his stare to the
causeway, peering dully into the smoke. He hadn’t known
her. That was maybe not such a surprise. Although she had
recognized him right off, in some obscure way she felt she
didn’t know him, either.

“He isn’t sick,” Harper said.

“Not with Dragonscale.”

Harper and John made their slow way across the parking
lot, leaving the police station behind. The crowd thinned as
they moved away from the lights. Although the other end of
the parking lot was not entirely in darkness. The second
bonfire cast a pulsing red glow into the gloom. The smell
revolted her, a stink like they were burning wet carpet. She
didn’t want to look and couldn’t help herself.

Dogs. They were burning dogs. Black ash drifted down
out of the night.

“Look at all that ash,” the Fireman said, blowing a flake
away from his nose. “Idiots. Some of these men will be on
our side of this battle in a few weeks. You may not have



infected your husband, Nurse Willowes, but he may get
lucky yet.”

She gave him a questioning look, but he didn't seem
inclined to explain himself.

“Why are they burning dogs?” she asked. “Dogs don’'t
carry the 'scale, do they?”

“There are two infections running rampant. One is the
Dragonscale, and the other is panic.”

“It always surprises me when you do that.”

“Do what?”

“Say something smart.”

His laughter turned to a thin, anguished wheeze and they
had to pause while he tottered in place, clutching his sides.

“My chest is full of broken glass,” he said.

“We need to get you off your feet. How much farther?”

“There,” he said, nodding into the darkness.

There were some other cars and pickups parked at the
far end of the lot, and sitting among them was an antique
fire truck—it had to be almost eighty years old—with a pair
of headlamps set close together over a tall grille.

When John tried to lift himself up behind the wheel, he
almost lost his footing and fell off the running board. She
put her hands on his hips, caught and steadied him. He
hung off the side of the truck, gasping. His eyes strained
from his head, as if the simple act of breathing was work
that required will and concentration.

When he had recovered himself, he tried again, hitching
himself up into the old black leather seat. A copper bell
hung from a metal brace, attached to the side of the
windscreen. An actual bell, with a heavy iron clapper inside.

She went around to the other side of the truck and pulled
herself in beside him. A pair of rusting steel brackets had
been mounted behind the seats; the halligan fit neatly into
them.

The engine, when it started, produced a pleasant series
of throat-clearing sounds that made Harper think not of a
truck, but of clothes tumbling in a dryer.



“Nurse Willowes, would you be a dear and wiggle the
stick forward and to the right?”

He had his right arm crooked in his lap, left hand on the
wheel. She didn’t like the way his right wrist was turned.

“You better let me look at that arm,” she said.

“Perhaps when we are at leisure,” he said. “The stick.”

She shifted it into reverse while he worked the clutch.

John eased the truck out from under the shadow of a
great oak and onto the road, then asked her to put it into
first for him. As they drove past the police department and
out of the lot, he reached through the window and rang the
bell, ding-ding. She thought of old film clips of San Francisco
trolleys.

Perhaps as many as fifty people watched them go, and
not a single one of them appeared to give them a second
thought. One police officer even lifted his cap to them.
Harper looked again for Jakob, but he wasn’t sitting in the
Freightliner anymore, and she couldn’t spot him in the
milling crowd.

“You have your own fire truck,” she said.

“In a world with a fire burning on every corner, it's a
surprisingly inconspicuous ride. Also you can’t imagine how
often a sixty-foot ladder comes in handy.”

“I can imagine. You never know when you’'ll need to help
a child escape from the third floor of a hospital.”

He nodded. “Or change a reeee-alllly high lightbulb. Pull
the gearstick back again? Into second—ah, lovely.”

They left the bonfires, the smoke, the smell of burning
man and dog, in a sudden rush of speed.

It had been a crisp wintry night down on the water. In the
fire truck, moving at thirty miles an hour, it was arctic.

He ran the wipers and smeared gray ribbons of ash
across the windscreen.

“Ach,” he said. “Look at all of that. We could infect most
of Rhode Island with what we’ve got on the windshield.”

They fled through the night.



“The ash,” she said. “It's in the ash. That's why | didn’t
get Jakob sick. It doesn’t transfer through any kind of touch.
You have to come in contact with the ash.”

“It's a surprisingly common way for fungus to propagate.
Third gear, please. Thank you. Farmers in South America will
burn an infected crop and the airstream will carry fungal
spores in the ash halfway around the world to New Zealand.
Draco incendia trychophyton isn’t any different. You inhale it
along with the ash that protects it and prepares it for
reproduction and soon it's colonizing real estate in your
lungs. Could you shift us into fourth—yes, perfect.” He
smiled wanly and added, “l was there when you were
infected, you know. The day the hospital burned. | saw you
all breathing it in, but | was too late to warn anyone.”

They banged a pothole—the truck didn’t seem to have
anything in the way of shocks, and they felt every rut, crack,
divot, and seam—and he groaned.

“You're not too late to warn the rest of the world.”

“What? You think I’'m the first person to realize it spreads
through the ash? I'm a lowly mycologist at a state college.
Or was. I'm sure the process is well understood in the places
where study of the Dragonscale is an active concern.
Wherever that may be.”

“No. If they understood transmission, they’'d be warning
people.”

“Maybe they are . . . in the parts of the country that
haven’t fallen into chaos and been given up for dead. But
you see, we're downwind. Of everyone. The North American
jetstream sweeps everything our way. Those who don’t have
it today will have it tomorrow, or next year. | believe it can
wait in the ash for a host for a very long time. Thousands of
years. Possibly millions.”

The fire truck drifted off to the left-hand margin of the
road. The edge of the hood clipped a mailbox, sent it flying.
Harper grabbed the wheel and helped John bring the truck
back into the humped middle of the lane.



John shivered weakly, touched his dry lips with his
tongue. He didn’t seem to be steering the truck so much as
it was steering him, and he was hanging onto the wheel for
dear life.

“It’s really an ingenious cycle when you consider it. The
ash infects a host who eventually burns alive, creating more
ash to infect new hosts. Right now there’s the sick and the
well. But in a few years it’ll just be the sick and the dead.
There will only be those who learned to live with
Dragonscale and those who were burned up . . . by their
own terror and ignorance.”

He reached out into the darkness and began to strike the
bell, ringing it so loudly that it hurt Harper’s ears, made her
teeth ache. They were coming up on the turnoff. She wanted
him to slow down, was trying to say it—slow down, John,
please—when he grimaced and wrenched at the wheel,
veering off Little Harbor Road.

The fire truck slung itself onto the snowbound lane that
led to camp and sailed between the towering stones that
flanked the entrance. Harper glimpsed a lean girl of perhaps
twenty, standing to one side of the dirt track, the kid who
had been assigned watch duty in the bus. She had heard
John ringing his bell and known to drop the chain and let
them through.

“Take us back down to third gear, Nurse Willowes—
brilliant.”

John swayed from side to side as the fire truck ran up the
hill, slowing as it went. Harper began to go over in her mind
what had to be done when she got him into the infirmary.
She would need medical tape, gauze, Advil, scissors, a sling
for his arm, compression bandages, a plastic splint. Beyond
the Advil and the tape, she wasn’t sure how much of that
they had. They crested the hill—

—and continued on down the lane. The chapel flashed by
on the left. The tires churned up a glittering spray of icy
SNOW.

“You missed the turn to the infirmary,” she said.



“We're not going to the infirmary. | can’t be away from
home all night. My fire will go out.”

“So what? Mr. Rookwood, you’'re not making any sense.
You have smashed ribs and a dislocated or broken wrist—
with possibly a fracture to the forearm or the elbow as well
—and you need to turn this thing around.”

“I am long past the point where | could turn anything
around, ‘'m’afraid, Nurse Willowes.”

The truck continued to slow, thudding and rocking from
side to side, as it passed through a gap in a thick band of fir
trees and came out by the boathouse. He effortfully pulled
at the wheel, braking as they rolled inside, past shelves of
kayaks and canoes, and parked the truck in the center of
the bare concrete apron.

He turned the key and they sat in cold, silent darkness.
John sank forward until his forehead rested on the steering
wheel.

“l have to get across the water, Nurse Willowes,” he said,
without looking at her. “l have to. Please. You said you want
to help me. If you meant it, you’ll get me back onto my
island where | belong.”

She climbed out and went around the truck to help him
down.

He got his good arm over her shoulders and she lowered
him, laboriously, first to the running board, then to the
ground. His face was so pale it shone in the dark. His eyes
widened with sudden wonder. Harper had seen that often
enough in her days as a nurse. When the hurt came in full, it
often left the injured as amazed as if they had seen a
magician levitate.

They hobbled together over the glassy white surface of
the snow, clinging to each other and creeping along in the
mincing steps of the elderly.

A rowboat sat on the bank, oars stood up inside it. No
canoes and no sign of Father Storey and the others. But
then they wouldn’t be back for at least an hour. It had been



about that long getting to South Mill Pond in the boats, and
they hadn’t had to contend with fog.

A mist had come up and was piled atop the water,
blanketing the horizon. John’s little island was no more than
three hundred feet offshore (at low tide it was almost
possible to walk to it) but now Harper could see no sign of it.

“I hope they can find their way home in this,” Harper
said. “And that they’ll figure out | went with you.”

“Father Storey knows the way,” John said. “He’s been
taking kids paddling along this shore since you were a kid
yourself. Probably longer. And he knows | wouldn’t have left
you behind, either.” Ignoring, Harper thought, that if it
weren't for her, he would’ve been left behind.

John lowered himself gingerly into the bow and Harper
shoved the rowboat off the bank, then clambered into the
stern. She settled on the thwart and took the oars.

“Row,” he said. “Take us across the River Lethe,
ferryman. Ferryqirl. Ferrybabe.” He laughed. “Allons-y!”

He reached for an oil lamp, set on the floor between the
seats, raised the glass chimney, and stroked the wick with
his finger. It ignited: a hot lick of blue flame. He glanced at
her to make sure she was watching. Even hurt as he was, he
loved the attention.

The oars clanked in their locks. She had a sensation of
gliding out, not across the sea, but into the sky, across an
impossibly buoyant acre of cloud. The mist parted before
them, curling from the bow in luminous feathers.

Harper was still peering into the pale, cool, billowing fog,
looking for the island, when they struck ground, jarred to a
hard stop.

“Going to be a bit sloppy when we step out, but | don’t
imagine either of us will drown in the mud,” he said. “Follow
me and step where | step.”

He got one leg over the side of the boat before she could
get to him, and then fell sideways. He was holding the lamp
and it flew from his hand, shattered somewhere in the dark,



and went out. He shouted in pain, then laughed—a bad,
drunken cackle that both frightened and irritated her.

She sprang from the boat and sank past her ankles into
the tidal mud. It was like stepping into icy, sticky pudding.
Harper lost a boot, struggling through the rank muck to his
side. She lost the other boot as she helped him to higher
ground. It was sucked off her foot with a wet smack of
suction and she tromped on without it.

They made their unsteady way up onto damp, firm sand,
through the cool wet. Harper spied the shed, a dim green
wall with a white door set in it, and steered them toward it.

“You'll have to come back and drag the boat up.” John
lifted the latch and put his shoulder to the door. “The tide
will come in and it will drift off if you don’t.”

Her eyes needed a moment to adjust to the gloom. She
saw a cot; clothes hanging from a line; stacks of paperbacks
that looked as if they had been soaked and dried many
times, and were now swollen out of shape. A silvery fog-
glow came through a pair of skylights, the only windows in
the room.

In the back of the single-room workshop—that was the
word that best described the place—was a big cast-iron
barrel, turned on its side and raised off the floor on metal
legs. Her father had a similar sort of thing in Florida, in his
backyard; he used it to slow-roast BBQ pork shoulder. A
chimney pipe was welded to one end, and bent away to
disappear through the back wall.

The barrel had a sliding hatch in the side. Driftwood and
heaps of sea grass were set in neat piles next to the
homemade furnace. John let go of her and Ilurched
unsteadily across the floor of narrow wooden planks,
stopping before it. He peered in at a flame that burned in
weird hues of green and blue.

“I'm here, darling,” he said to the coals. “I'm home.”

He found a few dry planks of driftwood and pushed them
in the fire, his hands extending into the flame up to the
wrists. Then he retreated, holding his sides. His eyes were



glazed and blank and he never looked away from the
furnace. He backed all the way to the narrow cot. When his
calves struck it, he sat down.

Harper reached him, helped him lie back, and began to
unbutton his shirt. He looked past her at his barrel full of
fire. It seemed to hold him fascinated.

“Close the hatch,” he whispered.

She ignored him, loosened his suspenders. “l want this
shirt off.”

“Please,” he said and laughed weakly. “She might see us
and get the wrong idea.”

Harper put her palm to the side of his face. She didn’t
much care for the feverish heat she felt in his cheek. Harper
tugged his shirt up, began to work it off him. It was no
trouble to free his left arm, but when she began to wiggle it
down the length of his right arm, he made a quick, gasping
sound, somewhere between a sob and a laugh.

His right elbow was swollen, an ugly shade of purple
mottled with darker, almost black spots.

“Can you bend it?” she asked.

The Fireman cried out when she lifted the arm gently,
flexing the elbow, and moved her thumbs carefully over the
knobs of bone. Nothing broken, but the soft tissues had
gone fat and knotty, ligaments pulled into ragged threads.
The wrist was worse than the elbow, already as thick around
as his calf, with a deep blue bruise under the skin.

She took his right hand in one of hers and gripped his
forearm with the other hand. She rotated the wrist, this way
and that, looking for subluxation. A lump of bone—the
lunate—had popped free from the others, come completely
out of place.

“Is it bad?” he asked.

“Nothing serious,” she said. She was going to have to
realign it, the sooner the better. She crossed her thumbs
over his wrist. His pale, almost colorless face was dewy with
sweat.



“Say,” he said. “You aren’t about to do something awful
to me, are you?”

She smiled apologetically and squeezed. The Ilunate
squirted back into place between the other bones with a wet
little sock! He shivered violently and shut his eyes.

Harper looked past his arm at his right side, discolored
with a grotesque patchwork of bruises. She traced her
fingers along his ribs. Fracture there. Fracture here. Another.
A fourth.

“Harper,” he breathed, gently. “I think | might pass out.”

“It’s all right if you do.”

But he didn’t. Not yet. He hunched on the edge of his
mattress, shivering helplessly, battered arm clutched to his
abused right side.

Harper wanted a sling for him. She shoved herself to her
feet, began to sort through the clutter close to the bed. She
found a box of dirty Frisbees, tennis balls, croquet hoops
and mallets. Everything anyone would want for an afternoon
of quiet fooling around outdoors. Tucked in behind the box
was a camp longbow that had seen better days and—there.
A canvas quiver with a few sad-looking, largely de-feathered
arrows stuck in it. She dumped them clattering onto the
floor. Another minute of hunting and she was able to turn up
a pair of garden shears.

She snipped the quiver open from one end to the other,
making a canvas trough. Harper loosened the strap that
would’ve held the quiver to an archer’'s back. When she
returned to the bed, John had dropped onto his left side
across the mattress. He was still shivering, but in weak little
pulses now. His eyelids drooped.

Harper fitted his right arm into her better-than-nothing
makeshift sling, working with patient, deliberate care not to
unduly jostle his wrist or elbow. He took a few short gasping
breaths, but otherwise endured without a sound. When the
arm was settled into place, she picked up his feet and
flopped them on the mattress, then arranged a blanket over
him.



She thought he had drifted off to sleep while she was
tucking him in, but he whispered, “Now the hatch, please. To
conserve heat. It'll keep the fire from burning down too
quickly.”

Harper pushed a curl of brown hair back from his sweaty
temple and whispered, “All right, John.”

She crossed to the furnace, but hesitated before clapping
the hatch shut, her gaze drawn by the weird, vibrant hues of
the blaze within: she saw flashes of jade and rose. She
watched in a kind of peaceful trance for almost half a
minute, and was just about to close the panel ... when she
saw her.

For a moment there was a face in the fire: a woman’s
face, with wide, startled eyes set far apart, and the smooth
features of classical statuary, a face very like Allie’s, but
fuller and older and sadder. Her lips were parted as if she
were about to speak. It was not a hallucination; not
imagined; not a trick of the dancing firelight. The face in the
flames stared at her for a full count of five.

Harper was trying to scream, but could not find the wind.
By the time she was finally able to inhale, the woman she
had glimpsed in the fire was gone.
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Harper retreated, watching the flames for further wonders.
Any thoughts of closing the hatch had been startled out of
mind. She looked around for John, to ask him what she had
just seen—to ask him what the hell was in the furnace—and
saw he was asleep. His breath came in a thin, strained
whistle.

She felt her own exhaustion deeply. Weariness was a dry,
bitter ache in every joint. She settled in a soft chair with
threadbare linen cushions, in a good position to watch the
fire, to keep an eye on it in case it did anything else.

The flames rippled and flowed, casting their ancient
hypnotic spell, draining the will and thought out of her head.
It cast a blaze of heat, too, that was as agreeable as a
comfortable old quilt. A part of her was afraid the woman
would part those incarnadine curtains of fire and peer out at
her once more. Another part of her longed to see her again.

She might’ve closed her eyes for a while.

A cry jolted her upright—a small sob of pain or terror. She
wasn’t sure how much time had passed, a minute or an
hour, and didn’t know if the cry had been real or imagined.
She listened intently, but heard nothing more.

The flames had burned down some and she recollected
at last that John had wanted her to close the hatch. It took
all of her energy to get up and shut the sliding steel door.
After she sat again and for a long while she floated,
untethered, in the peaceful gray zone between sleep and
wakefulness. She was as free and adrift as an empty boat on
an empty sea, a good way to feel, but a bad thing to think,
and suddenly she sprang all the way awake. The boat. John
had warned her it had to be pulled farther up on the beach
or they would be stranded.



The thought of losing the boat startled her out of the
chair and onto her feet. The rest of her mental cobwebs
were blasted away the instant she stepped outside into an
abrasive, salty gust of wind.

It was near dawn and the fog was pearly and silken in the
first light. The breeze was scattering it, pulling it to silvery
scarves, and through a great rent in the fabric of the mist,
Harper could see to the opposite shore.

Three canoes had been hauled up onto the snow.
Everyone had come back alive, then. Nick was on the beach,
dragging one of the canoes across the sand. Harper
wondered who would’ve sent a little boy, all by himself, to
haul the boats back into the boathouse. This close to
morning, he belonged in bed.

She waved. The instant he saw her, he gave up on what
he was doing with the canoe and began waving himself,
frantically, flailing both arms over his head in the universal
gesture of distress. And at last she registered the wrongness
of the moment. Nick was not dressed for the weather, wore
only a light black fleece and his slippers. And the canoe—he
had not been dragging it toward the boathouse, but down
into the water. No one had sent him to stow the canoes. He
had come to find her.

In two steps she was up to her ankles in the brackish,
stinking muck once again. Her boots were in that slop
somewhere. She didn’t look for them, just ran the rowboat
into the water and stepped in.

By the time she pulled up alongside the dock, Nick was
waiting with a mossy length of rope. He wound it around a
cleat at the end of the boat, then seized her arm. She
believed if he had been big enough he would’ve flung her up
onto the pine boards, like a fisherman hauling in his catch.

He wanted to run but he didn't want to let go of her,
either, yanking her arm as they climbed the steep slope.
Nick’'s breath screamed in his throat. She couldn’t go as fast
as he wanted, crunching along in the granular snow in her
bare feet.



“Stop,” she said, and made him hold up with her,
pretending she needed to catch her breath when really she
intended for him to catch his. “Can you write? What's
happened, Nick?”

Harper slipped her arm out of his to mime the act of
writing, scribbling an invisible pen on the foolscap of the
milky air. But he shook his head, desperately, miserably,
and ran on, not bothering to try and drag her anymore.

The mist rolled down through the trunks of the red pines,
flowing like the ghost of a great flood, pouring over the
ground, back toward the sea, in slow motion.

She followed him—pursued him, really—to the infirmary,
where he had at last stopped to wait for her at the bottom of
the steps. His aunt was beside him, dressed in thin flannel
pajamas and barefoot herself.

“My father—" Carol said, her voice coming in savage
bursts between sobs for air, as if she and not Harper were
the one who had just charged half a mile up the hill through
the snow. “It's my father. | prayed, | prayed you’d come
back and you're here and you have to say you’ll save him,
you have to say.”

“I'll do whatever | can,” Harper said, taking Carol by the
elbow, turning her toward the infirmary. “What happened?”

“He’s crying blood,” Carol said. “And he’s talking to God.
When | left him he was begging God to forgive the person
who murdered him.”
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There were too many people in the ward. Carol and Harper
squeezed through a crowd that included Allie and the
Neighbors girls and Michael and a few other Lookouts. Some
of them were holding hands. Mike had stripped to the waist
and a red slick—blood and sweat—glistened on his chest.
With his head bowed and his eyes closed and his lips
moving in silent prayer, he looked like an Age of Aquarius
seeker in a sweat lodge. A girl sat on the floor hugging her
knees to her chest and sobbing helplessly.

Candles crowded the counters and bristled around the
sink, yet the room was still only dimly lit. Tom Storey was
stretched out in one of the camp beds. In the shadows he
could’'ve been a discarded overcoat lying on top of the
sheets. Don Lewiston stood at the head of the cot.

“Young people,” Harper said, as if she were decades
older than Allie and Michael, and not a twenty-six-year-old
who had finished school only four years ago. “Thank you.
Thank you so much for everything you’'ve done.” She had no
idea if they had done anything, but it didn’t matter. It would
be easier to steer them if they felt their important
contributions had been recognized, if they believed they had
made all the difference. “l have to ask everyone to leave
now. We need air and quiet in this room.”

Allie had been crying. Her cheeks were flushed, but hot
white lines traced the passage of tears. Her Captain America
mask, grimy and battered, hung around her neck. She gave
Harper a small, frightened nod and squeezed Michael’s
hand. The two of them began to herd the others back into
the waiting room, all without speaking.

Harper caught Michael’s upper arm, drew him back. In a
low voice she said, “Take Carol, too. Please. Tell her you



want to sing with her. Tell her Nick is upset and needs his
aunt. Tell her whatever you like, but get her out of this room.
She can’t be in here.”

Michael moved his head in the slightest gesture of
assent, then called back, “Miss Carol? Will you come sing
with us? Will you help us sing for Father Storey?”

“No,” Carol said. “l need to be with my father now. He
needs me. | want him to know I'm here.”

“He will,” Michael said. “We’ll sing together and call him
to the Bright with us. If you want him to feel you close,
that's how to do it. If you draw him into the Bright, he’ll
know you’re with him, and he won’t be scared or in pain.
Nothing hurts there. It's the one thing we can do for him
now.”

Carol trembled in nervous bursts. Harper wondered if she
was in shock.

“Yes. Yes, Michael, | think you're right. | think—"

Father Storey called out to them, in a voice that was
good-humored but strained, as if he had been talking for a
long time and his throat was worn out.

“Oh, Carol! When you sing | feel so in love with you my
heart could crack.” He laughed, sarcastic, un-Tom-like
laughter. “After that last song, my heart is cracked just like a
window! And a good thing, too! It's hard to see anything
through stained glass.”

Carol stood transfixed, staring toward him, a fixed look of
pain and astonishment on her face, as if someone had stuck
a knife into her.

Don Lewiston cupped Father Storey’s skull, holding white
cotton padding to his wound. Michael’s shirt was wadded up
on the pillow, the flannel already stiffening with blood.

Father Storey’s eyes were open wide, each one looking in
a different direction. One stared down and to the left. The
other was pointed at the toes of his boots. He smiled with a
certain low cunning.

“A thousand prayers every minute everywhere and what
does God ever say back? Nothing! Because silence never



lies. Silence is God’s final advantage. Silence is the purest
form of harmony. Everyone ought to try it. Put a stone in
your mouth instead of a lie. Put a rock on your tongue
instead of gossip. Bury the liars and the wicked under
stones until they say no more. More weight, hallelujah.” He
took another little sip of air, and then whispered, “The devil
is loose. | saw him tonight. | saw him come from the smoke.
Then my head caved in and now it's full of rocks. More
weight, amen! Better watch out, Carol. This camp belongs to
the devil, not to you. And he isn’'t alone, either. Many serve
him.”

Carol stared at her father with a horror-struck fascination.
Father Storey licked his lips.

“l brought this on myself. | called weakness kindness and
told lies when | should’ve kept a stone in my mouth. | did
the worst thing a father can do. | had a favorite. | am so
sorry, Carol. Please forgive me. | always loved Sarah best. It
is right and proper that | should go to her now. Give me
another stone. More weight. I've said enough, amen.”

He exhaled a long, dreamy breath and was silent.

Harper caught Carol’'s eye. “He doesn’t mean it. He's
suffering from a subdural hematoma. If he’s talking
nonsense, it's because of the pressure on his brain.”

Carol looked back at her with a strange lack of
recognition, as if they had never met before. “It isn’t
nonsense. It's a revelation! He’s doing what he’s always
done. He's showing us the way.” Carol reached out, blindly
grasping backward, and took Michael’s hand. She squeezed
his fingers. “We’ll sing. We’ll sing and call him to the Bright.
We’ll give him all the light he needs to find his way back to
us. And if he can’t come back to us—if he has to go—" Her
voice choked. She coughed, and her shoulders shook
spasmodically, and she went on: “—if he has to go, he’ll
have our song to guide him and give him comfort.”

“Yes,” Harper said. “l think that’s just right. Go and sing
for him now. He needs your strength. And sing for me,
because | need your strength, too. I'm going to try and help



him, but I'm scared. It would mean the world to me if you
could raise your voices for both of us.”

Carol gave her a last, wondering look, then stood on her
tiptoes and kissed her on the cheek. It was perhaps the last
kindness she ever showed Harper. A moment later she
brushed through the curtain and was gone, taking the
others with her.

Don Lewiston was getting ready to walk out, too, pulling
his sleeves down to button them.

“Not you, Don,” Harper said. “You stay. I'll need you.”

She circled behind the cot, taking Don Lewiston’s place
behind Father Storey’s head. She gently lifted his skull in
both hands. His silver hair was drenched in blood. She could
feel the place behind his right ear where he had been
struck, a warm wet lump, and another place, higher up,
where there might’'ve been a second blow.

“How did this happen?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Don said. “l didn't get the whole tale.
Mikey carried him into the camp, found him fackin’ half dead
in the woods. | guess it was one of the convicts. That's the
early word. Ben is working on them right now.”

Working on them? What did that mean? Didn’'t matter.
Not now.

“And Father Storey couldn’t say anything about what
happened?”

“Not that made sense. He said it was a judgment. He said
it was what he had coming to him for protecting the
wicked.”

“That’s the pressure on his brain. He doesn’t have any
idea what he’s saying.”

“I know’t.”

She looked at Father Storey’s pupils, sniffed his lips, and
caught an unsurprising whiff of vomit. She thought about
what she had to do and felt nauseated herself. Not the
notion of doing it—it had been a long time since she had
been squeamish about blood—but at the thought of getting
it wrong.



In the waiting room, she heard voices warming up, heard
the Lookouts humming together, trying to find the same
note.

“I need a razor to shave away the hair back here,”
Harper said.

“Yes'm. I'll get’cha one,” he said, and took a step toward
the door.

“Don?”

“Yes'm?”

“Can you get your hands on a drill? Maybe from the wood
shop? A power drill would be ideal, but | don’t imagine you’ll
find one that has any charge. I'll settle for one | can crank
by hand.”

Don looked from her to Tom Storey—his white hair
shampooed in red froth—and back.

“Oh, Jesus. Anything else?”

“Just hot water to sterilize the drill bit, please. Thank
you.”

When he didn’t reply, she looked up to tell him that was
all and that he should go, but he was already gone.

In the next room they began to sing.
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Harper wiped Father Storey’s face clean with a cool, damp
kitchen towel, taking off soot and blood in long swaths to
reveal the lean, curiously lupine face beneath. Now and
then his left eye would well with another drop of blood. It
would trickle down into his ear and she would wipe him
clean again.

He seemed attentive, listening to the voices in the next
room. They were singing the same song Harper had heard
the night she first came to camp. They sang they were one
blood and they sang they were one life. Harper was sure she
would not be drawn into the Bright herself—she could not
afford to drift away into that shimmering brilliance, where
everything was easier and better. Her place was here, with
the dying man. She wondered, though, if Father Storey
might not be carried away, and if it might not be a real help
to him after all, a replacement for the sedatives and the
plasma she didn’t have.

His Dragonscale, though, remained cold, dark swirls and
scrawls on his old, loose flesh.

“God is a good story,” he told her, all of a sudden. “I like
that one and | also like frying pan and Wendy. We read that
one together, Sarah, when you were little.”

In her mind’s eye, Harper glimpsed a serene, lovely face
shaped in flame. She squeezed his hand.

“I'm not Sarah, Father Storey,” Harper said. “I'm your
friend, Nurse Willowes.”

“Good. Nurse Willowes, | have a private medical blather
to insult you with. I'm afraid someone has been playing us
like a ukulele. Someone has been singing new words to old
songs. It's important to act now. These savings won't last.”



She said, “First we have to fix your head. Then we can
worry about the thief.”

“l would not put a thief in my mouth to steal my brains,”
he said. “Anyway, stones taste better. | think | hit my head
on something and knocked my shadow off. Are you going to
stick it back on, or did it get away?”

“All | need is a little needle and thread and we’ll have you
right as rain.”

“Or at least right in my brain,” he said. “I'm going down
the drain. You know my little Sarah was an awful thief, too.
She stole away from me—stole away from all of us. Even the
Fireman. Poor John Rookwood. He tried not to kill her. | guess
he’'s going to try not to kill you now. Probably he’s in love
with you, which is tough luck. Out of the frying pan and into
the Fireman.”

“Of course he tried not to kill her, Father Storey. He didn’t
kill her. | heard he wasn’t even on the island when Sarah—"

“Oh! No. Of course not. He was an innocent
grandstander. So was Nick. You can’t blame the boy. They
were both her unwilling accomplices. What she couldn’t get
from one she got from the other. She was a very
accompliced woman. | know John blames himself, but he
shouldn’t. He's been incinerated for a crime he didn't
commit. The bride died and we all cried. Not that they were
married. They never would’ve married. All firemen are
wedded to cinders, in the end. You ever ear that old
hopscotch? John and Sarah, sitting in a tree, B-U-R-N-I-N-G.”
He paused, then his left eye fixed on something beyond her
shoulder. “There’s my shadow! Quick! Stitch it back on.”

She looked. A dark form bobbed its head on the other
side of the green curtain between the ward and the waiting
room. Don Lewiston pushed through it, holding a steel pail
of steaming water in one hand and a paper bag in the other.

“H’ain’t gonna believe our fackin’ luck,” Don said. “I
came up with a fackin’ power drill, battery in it, still good.
There's a old cuss what pull't in camp this week, had it in his
pickup. | got the bit in the hot water right now.”



“Do you have a razor? Scissors?”

“Yes'm.”

“Good. Come over here. Father Storey? Tom?”

Tom Storey said, “Missed will owes?”

“Tom, I'm just going to give you a nice little haircut. Bear
with me.”

“What kind of beer? I'm not shally much a drinker but |
ad go fuh a beer. I'm sull shirty.”

Don Lewiston said, “You followin’ any a this?”

“Don, I hardly follow you most of the time. Lift his head.”

In the next room the song ended on a last deep note of
harmony. Carol murmured to her small attentive flock. Carol
and her faithful were deep in the Bright now, casting enough
light to make the green curtain in the doorway glow an
irradiated shade of lime.

Don held Father Storey’s head between his crooked
fingers while Harper clipped hunks of bloody hair away from
the spot behind his ear where he had been struck. The scalp
beneath was purplish-black, like eggplant.

In the waiting room their voices rose again. The Beatles
now. The sun was coming, the long, lonely winter was over.

Father Storey stiffened and began to kick his heels.

“He’s having a grand mal,” she said.

“He’s goin’ t’choke on his tongue,” said Don Lewiston.

“Anatomically impossible.”

“We’'re losin’ him.”

Yes, Harper thought. If this wasn’t a final convulsion, it
was close to it. Foam dribbled from the corner of his mouth.
His left hand grabbed fistfuls of the sheets, let them go,
grabbed again. He couldn’t do anything with the right hand.
Harper was holding his right wrist, monitoring his erratic,
racing pulse.

The song in the next room rose to a high, sweet, perfect
note and Father Storey’s eyes sprang open again and his
irises were rings of gold light.

His back had been arched right off the mattress, so only
his head and heels touched, but now he relaxed onto his



bedsheets. His heartbeat began to slow. Squiggles of dull
red light pulsed in his Dragonscale, faded, pulsed again.

He almost seemed to smile, the corners of his mouth
rising just slightly, and his eyelids sank shut.

“He’s out,” Don said. “B'God, it helped. They sang him
outta the worst of it.”

“Yes, | think they did. Put the bit in for me, will you,
Don?”

“Are we doin’ this?”

“He doesn’t have much strength left. If it’s not now, there
won't be another chance later.”

She shaved the rest of the hair off the back of Father
Storey’s head, to reveal the outraged flesh. It was no good
giving herself time to think. It wouldn’t help to dwell on
maybe killing him, or lobotomizing him, slipping and driving
the drill in deep enough to throw curds of brain.

Don stuck his hand in the nearly boiling water without
any sign of distress—Harper thought those hands were just
slightly more sensitive than a pair of canvas gloves—and
brought up the dripping bit. He clicked it into a Black &
Decker power drill straight from Home Depot and gave the
trigger a squeeze. It whirred to life with a sound that made
her think of eggbeaters and cake frosting.

He looked at the blackening bruise on Father Storey’s
scalp and swallowed.

“You aren’t goin’ ta ask me—" he began, then caught
himself, and swallowed again. “l don’t know how many fish
I've put an end to, gutted and cleaned, but—a person—
Tommy—I don’t think | can—"

“No. | won’t ask you to do it. It better be me, Mr.
Lewiston.”

“’Course. You've done’t before.”

It was not quite a question, the way he put it, and she
didn’t think he required an answer. She held out her hand
for the drill. The bit steamed.

“lI will need you to hold his head. Do not let it move in
any way while I'm operating, Mr. Lewiston,” she said, in a



tone of cold command that hardly seemed identifiable as
her own voice.

“Yes'm.”

He spidered his fingers over Father Storey’s head, lifting
it off the pillow.

She examined the drill, found the dial that controlled the
power settings, and turned it up as far as it would go. She
gave the trigger a test squeeze. It startled her, the bit
spinning up to a chrome blur, the vibration shooting down
her arm.

“I wish we had better fackin’ light,” Don said.

“I wish we had a better fackin’ doctor,” she said, and
bent and located the tip of the drill two inches to one side of
Father Storey’s right ear, where the bruise was ugliest.

She pressed the trigger.

The bit chewed up the thin layer of skin in an instant,
turning it to what looked like flakes of wet cooked oatmeal.
The bone smoked and whined as the drill worked down into
it. She applied pressure slowly, determinedly. Sweat sprang
up on her face but Don was occupied holding the head still
and she could not ask him to wipe her brow. A single drop of
sweat caught in an eyelash and when she blinked, the eye
began to burn.

Blood welled from the hole in the skull and raced up the
grooves of the bit. She thought, obscenely, of a child
sucking red Kool-Aid up through a Krazy Straw.

Without opening his eyes, Father Storey said, “Better,
Harper. Thank you.”

Then he was silent, and he did not speak again for two
months.
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From the diary of Harold Cross:

JUNE 18th;

THE GIRLS IN THIS CAMP ARE A PACK OF LESBIAN BITCHES AND IF
THEY ALL BURNED TOMORROW | WOULDN’T GIVE A SMOKY FART.

THE WORD FROM SF IS THEY'VE GOT 2500 PEOPLE ALIVE IN
THE PRESIDIO WHO HAVE THE 'SCALE AND NONE OF THEM ARE
BURNING. FUCK THIS BULLSHIT. I'M GOING TO MAKE AN
ANNOUNCEMENT IN CHURCH TOMORROW. SOMEONE NEEDS TO
TELL THESE IGNORAMUSES YOU DON’T HAVE TO WORSHIP IN THE
HOLY CHURCH OF CAROL STOREY’S SACRED PUSSY HAIRS TO
LIVE. ANY RELEASE OF OXYTOCIN WILL TELL THE ’'SCALE IT'S
FOUND A SAFE HOST.

IF | HEAR ONE MORE ROUND OF “SPIRIT IN THE SKY” OR
“HOLLY HOLY” I'M GONNA PUKE. WE COULD SHUT DOWN THE
SPORE JUST AS EASY WITH ONE BIG CIRCLE JERK. A GIANT
COMMUNAL CIRCLE JERK, AND CAROLS PRETTY LITTLE HAND
RIGHT ON THE ROD. HER DADDY CAN FRIG HER WHILE SHE FRIGS
ME, THAT'S WHAT SHE REALLY WANTS ANYWAY.

| HAVEN'T WRITTEN A NEW POEM IN DAYS. | HATE THIS PLACE.
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Harper read just the one page in Harold’s notebook, picked
at random, then flipped through some others. She glimpsed
doodles of boobs and bush, saw some words in dark block
lettering: SLUTS WHORES BITCHES CUNTS. Harper had never
met him, but felt she understood Harold Cross pretty well.
She thought a collection of Mr. Cross’s poetry would
probably go nicely alongside a copy of Desolation’s Plough.

She turned back to the entry from June 18th and let her
gaze linger on that one sentence: ANY RELEASE OF OXYTOCIN
WILL TELL THE 'SCALE IT’S FOUND A SAFE HOST. She folded the
notebook shut, slapped it against her thigh, and put it in one
of the drawers . . . then, after a moment, took it out again.

The drop ceiling was made of big white squares of
particleboard. She had to stand on a chair to reach them.
Harper lifted one ceiling tile and pushed the notebook up
and out of sight. Not as good as hiding it inside an
anatomical model of the human head, but it would do for
now.

She could not have said who she was hiding it from.
Perhaps it was only that Harold had been hiding it himself,
which meant he thought there was someone who would
take it away if he or she had a chance.

As she was pushing the chair back where she found it,
she noticed blood on her knuckles, staining the fingers of
her right hand. Tom Storey’s blood. She washed it off in icy
water, watched pink swirls chase one another down the
drain in candy-cane stripes.

Father Storey slept on his back, the top of his head
bandaged in a cap of clean white gauze. The dusty windows
above let in milky rays of sunshine. Like Father Storey
himself, the daylight seemed tired out, hardly there. But the



sheet was tucked under his chin, not pulled over his face. He
had lasted the night. That was no small triumph.

Harper was woozy with exhaustion, but the baby wasn’t
going to let her sleep. The baby was hungry. What the baby
wanted was a deep, warm, buttery bowl of Cream of Wheat,
drowned in maple syrup. Food first, sleep after.

As she walked over the snow along a path of wobbling
pine boards, through knee-high mist, she tried to remember
what she knew about oxytocin. It had a nickname, “the
cuddle hormone,” because it was released when a mother
held her baby—released in mother and child alike. Harper
thought about crawling through that smoke-filled drainpipe
and singing to the infant she hadn’t seen yet and how it had
shut down the ’scale.

Your brain gave you a fix of oxytocin when you hugged,
when you received a round of applause, when you sang in
harmony with someone and the singing was good. Strong
communal experiences produced it like nothing else. You
could get a dose from a good experience on Twitter or
Facebook, too. When lots of people retweeted something
you said or favorited a photo, they were throwing the switch
for another squirt of oxytocin. Why not call it the social-
networking hormone, then? That was better than “cuddle
hormone,” because—because—

She couldn’t remember. There was something else about
oxytocin, something important, but it had been too long
since she had done the reading. For some reason, though,
when she shut her eyes, she was picturing soldiers in desert
fatigues and jackboots, cradling M16s. Why that? Why did
oxytocin also make her think of crosses burning in the
Mississippi night?

The cafeteria was padlocked from the outside and there
was plywood nailed up in the windows. The place looked
shut for the winter. But Harper had helped out enough in the
kitchen to know where the key was hidden, hanging on a
nail under the steps.



She let herself into the spacious, dusty dimness. The
chairs and benches were all turned upside down on tables.
The kitchen was gloomy, everything put away.

Harper found a tray of biscuits in the oven, covered with
Saran Wrap. She took a tub of peanut butter from one of the
cupboards, and was crossing the room to fetch a butter
knife, when she almost stepped through an open trapdoor
into the cellar. A slanted wooden ladder led down into a
darkness that smelled of earth and rodents.

She was frowning at the open hole when she heard a
curse from below, followed by a soft thud, as if someone
had dropped a flour sack. A man groaned. Harper stuck a
biscuit in her mouth and started down.

The basement was crowded with a lot of cheap steel
shelving, plastic jugs of vegetable oil and sacks of flour
packed onto them. Set into one wall was a walk-in freezer,
the thick metal door open about half a foot and light shining
out. She called “Hello,” but didn't manage much more than
a croak, had a throat full of dry biscuit. Harper crept to the
massive door and poked her head inside.

The convicts were on tiptoes against the far wall. They
were handcuffed together, the chain looped over a length of
pipe located almost seven feet off the floor, so they had to
stand there, each with an arm raised, like students trying to
get teacher’s attention.

She had seen one of the prisoners before—the big man
with the queer yellow eyes—but the other was new to her.
The second man could’ve been as young as thirty or as old
as fifty, rangy and awkwardly built, with a high forehead
that brought to mind Frankenstein’s monster and a close-
cropped cap of black hair, threaded with strands of silver.
Both men wore thick woolen socks and the school-bus-
colored jumpsuits.

The man Harper had met the night before grinned to
show pink teeth. His upper lip was split open in a nasty gash
and still drooling blood. The room had a rank stink of meat



gone bad. Pools of gore had dried on the concrete, beneath
rusted chains that had once suspended sides of beef.

Ben Patchett sat in a straight-backed wooden chair, his
head between his knees. He looked like someone trying not
to be sick. A battery-powered lamp sat on the floor next to a
lumpy dish towel.

“What's going on here?” Harper asked.

Ben lifted his head and stared at her as if he had never
seen her before.

“What are you doing here? You ought to be tucked into
bed.”

“But here | am.” She was surprised at the mixture of
aloofness and calm she heard in her own voice. It was not a
tone she used with friends, but the one she reserved for
irksome patients. “These men are suffering from exposure.
Hanging them from a pipe wouldn’t be my recommended
course of treatment.”

“Oh, Harp. Harper, you have no idea what—this guy. This
guy here—"” Ben said and gestured with his gun. Harper
hadn’t noticed until now he was holding it.

“Me?” said the prisoner with the bloody mouth. “Oh,
yeah, me. | might as well 'fess up. | got sick and tired of
dangling from this fuckin’ pipe while shithead here shouts at
me. | let my bad mood get the better of me and tried to
attack his gun with my face. It's a shame you had to
interrupt us. | was just getting ready to assault his boot with
my nuts.”

Ben glared. “l didn't do a thing to you wasn’t self-
defense.” He looked at Harper. “He kicked me to the ground.
Tried to stomp my head in, too.”

“Self-defense, huh? Is that why you brought the towel full
of rocks down here? You anticipated you’'d have to defend
yourself with ‘em and vyour thirty-eight wasn’t good
enough?” said the bleeding man.

Ben blushed. Harper had never seen a grown man blush
so hard.



She sank to one knee, folded back a corner of the towel
on the floor. It was full of white rocks. She looked up, but
Ben wouldn’t meet her eyes. She peered over at the man
with the busted mouth.

“What’s your name?”

“Mazzucchelli. Mark Mazzucchelli. Lot of guys call me the
Mazz. Lady, no offense, but if | had known this was what you
meant when you said you were going to rescue us, | think |
would’ve said thanks but no thanks. | was dying just fine
where | was.”

“I'm sorry. None of this should’ve happened.”

“You got that right, Harper,” Ben said. “Starting with the
moment this fella decided to bash in Father Storey’s head
and run. Couple of guys found him trying to boost one of our
cars, blood all over him.”

“Old blood. Christ, it was o/d blood. Anyone could see it
was old blood. Why would | attack this Father of yours
anyway? Dude just saved my life. What would | get out of
killing him?”

“His boots,” Ben said. “The ones you had on when we
caught you running. His boots and his coat.”

The Mazz looked at Harper with aggrieved, pleading
eyes. “The guy, this Father of yours, he gave me his boots
when he saw | didn’t have any. Coat, too. He gave 'em to me
because | couldn’t feel my feet what for the cold. Is that the
kind of guy you pay back with a rock to the head? Look, I've
been tellin’ this dude, | told him. The holy Father and | came
back ahead of the other two boats. He was nothing but good
to me. He gave me his boots and coat, 'cause he saw |
couldn’t stop shivering. When we got to shore, he led me
into the woods. We walked, | don’t know, couple hundred
feet. Then he pointed at the church steeple and said stay on
the path and in another minute or two I'd come to the
chapel and there would be people to help me. He said he
wanted to go back and make sure everyone else got to
shore okay. | offered to give him his boots back but he
wouldn’t take them. And . . . all right. Look. | don't know



none of you. | saw the chapel, but | also saw a perfectly
good Buick parked around behind it, and | thought, Shrt,
maybe | ought to go someplace where | do know people. |
didn’t mean anything by it. I didn't know the car belonged to
anyone.”

“That’s right. You didn’t know it belonged to anyone. And
the world is just full of free cars. They’re like picking daisies
at the side of the road,” Ben said.

“The world is fulla free cars now,” said the Mazz. “On
account of a person relinquishes ownership of their wheels
after goin’ up in fuckin’ smoke. There’s probably a thousand
cars in this state ain’t no one ever gonna claim.”

Harper stepped toward the convicts. Ben leaped up and
caught her wrist.

“Don’t. | don’t want you near him. Stay behind me. This
guy—"

“Is in need of medical treatment. My arm, please, Mr.
Patchett.”

He seemed almost to flinch from the formal use of his
name. Or maybe he was flinching from her tone: calm,
patient, but impersonal, quietly in charge. He let go of her
arm, and if there was unhappy surprise in his face, perhaps
it was because he understood he was letting go of his
control over the situation as well. He could argue with
Harper, but not with Nurse Willowes.

He looked past her to the prisoners. “You touch her—
either one of you—I won’t be using the butt of the gun on
you, understand?”

Harper came close enough to the Mazz to smell his
breath: a metallic odor of fresh blood. She leaned in to
inspect his pink teeth.

“You won’t need stitches,” she said. “But I'd like to get a
cold compress against your mouth. How are your feet?”

“Been a while since | could feel them. Gilbert is worse. Gil
can hardly stand.” He gestured with his head toward the
other convict, who had not spoken yet. “And my hands . . .
the cuffs . .. | got no circulation.”



“We'll get those right off. Mr. Patchett?”

“No. They stay on.”

“You can cuff them to something else if you think it’s
necessary, but you can’t keep them like this, in a stress
position. That has to stop. Whatever you think they’ve done,
it doesn’t justify abuse.”

“I'll tell you about abuse!” cried the Mazz. “Keepin’ us
strung up here is the least of it! You ought to hear how I
wound up with a busted mouth. See, | could take being
locked up with my arm coming out of the socket, and I could
take no food, nothing to drink, and no rest. What made me
lose my composure is the feeling like maybe | need to have
a crap. This one says he’d be glad to help me with that,
soon as | start answering his questions the way he wants
‘'em answered. He said the next thing to come out of my
mouth better be something good. | didn’t want to disappoint
him, so | spat in his fat cop face. Then he smashes me one.
He would’ve hit me again, but | put my knee in his stomach
and dropped him on the floor, which just goes to show | can
whip his ass with one hand cuffed behind my back.
Literally.”

Ben said, “Why don’t you shut up before—"

“Before you give a handcuffed man another pistol
whipping, Mr. Patchett?” Harper asked quietly.

Ben shot a startled, embarrassed glance at Harper, an
expression that made her think of a sixth grader caught
looking at a dirty picture.

“Shoot,” he whispered. It was obvious he didn’t want the
convicts to hear him, but the acoustics of the bare metal
room made a private conversation impossible. “Now,
Harper. Come on. It wasn’t anything like that. | cuffed 'em
there because it was the easiest place, not to cause
suffering. The towel full of rocks—that was just to scare
them. And this guy tried to stomp my head in, same as he
stomped in Father Storey’s skull. | was lucky to get clear. |
can’t believe you'd take his word over mine. | have to think
that’s hormones talking.”



“I don’t care which of you is telling the truth,” she said. It
was an effort to keep the anger out of her voice. Hormones.
“My concern is medical. This man is injured and can’t
remain hung up like he is. Get him down.”

“Ill let him down. But he can wear the cuffs right into the
crapper.”

The Mazz said, “Fine by me. Long as you promise to wipe
my ass when I'm finished. And | better warn you, brother,
this one feels like it’s going to be wet.”

“That’s not helpful,” Harper said.

“Copy that. Sorry, ma’'am.” The Mazz cast his gaze
downward, but a smile teased the corners of his mouth.

“What about you?” Harper asked, turning to the man who
hadn’t spoken. “Gilbert. Do you need to use the facilities?”

“No, thank you, ma’am. I'm fairly constipated. I've been
buttoned up for several days now.”

This was met by a moment of silence and then Harper
laughed. She couldn’t help it. She could not even say why it
was so funny.

“Gilbert. What's your last name?”

“Cline, but you can call me Gil. | don't need the
bathroom, but I'd commit any number of crimes for a bite to
eat.”

“Don’t worry,” said Renée Gilmonton. “We won’t let you
go hungry, Mr. Cline. No felonies required.”

Harper wheeled and saw Renée standing in the open
locker door. Renée went on, “I don’t know how you can
maintain an appetite in here, though. Whoo, it smells bad. Is
this the best we can do for them?”

“Jesus,” Ben muttered. “First her, now you. I'm sorry the
frickin” Hilton didn’t have any rooms available for an
attempted murderer and his accomplice. What the heck are
you doing here? You ought to be asleep. No one should be
out during the daytime. We have rules for a reason.”

“The girls wanted an update on Father Storey and when |
checked the infirmary, Harper wasn’t there. | figured the
cafeteria was the next best bet. Anything | can do to help?”



“No,” Ben said.

“Yes,” Harper told her. “This man needs a cold compress
for his face, a cup of hot tea, and a visit to the bathroom,
although probably not in that order. Both of them ought to
have breakfast. And you're right, this is a filthy place for
them. There’s two unused beds in the infirmary. We ought to

n

“Out of the question,” Ben said. “They stay here.”

“Both of them? Right. | was meaning to get to that. You
said Mr. Mazzucchelli assaulted Father Storey. I'm not clear
why Mr. Cline is also locked up.”

“Because they’re in it together, these two. They already
partnered up to break out of one place.”

“But | take it Mr. Cline was nowhere near the scene of the
attack on Father Storey?”

Ben’s eyes were dull, expressionless. “No. He was in the
boat with me. Father Storey and Mazzucchelli arrived back
at camp first. Then Allie and Mike. Cline and me got lost
paddling around in the mist and for a while | couldn’t find
the bay. Finally | spotted a flashing light and we rowed
toward it. It was Allie, signaling us from the beach. She
stayed on the beach to be sure we found our way back,
while Michael went on ahead. We had barely pulled the
canoe onto shore when we heard Mike screaming for help.
We proceeded to the scene”—Harper noted the way Ben
had unconsciously begun to tell the story as if he were
giving a deposition to a hostile lawyer—"“and found Mike
sitting in the snow with Father Storey and blood everywhere.
Mike said someone had killed him. But when Allie checked
his pulse, we determined he was still with us. Michael
carried Father Storey into camp, which was where we found
a few men holding Mr. Mazzucchelli. Allie observed that
Mazzucchelli was wearing Father Storey’s boots and coat.
After that the situation turned hostile. Both these men are
lucky they weren’t killed.”

“That still doesn’t explain why Mr. Cline is being treated
as a threat,” Renée said.



Gilbert said, “When things turned ugly, my partner
shouted for help. | gave it.”

“He broke three fingers in Frank Pendergrast's right
hand,” Ben said. “And punched Jamie Close in the throat so
hard | thought he crushed her windpipe. Jamie is nineteen,
by the way, barely more than a kid.”

“A kid who was holding a broken bottle,” Gilbert said,
almost apologetically.

“I'll need to see them both,” Harper said. “lI should’ve
seen Mr. Pendergrast before now.”

“He didn’'t want to distract you from Father Storey,” Ben
said. “Don bandaged him up pretty good with some rags we
had laying around.”

“Goddamn it,” she said.

The injuries she couldn’t adequately treat because she
didn’t have the supplies kept piling up: subdural hematoma,
facial contusion, advanced exposure, John’s sprains and
smashed ribs and dislocations, now a badly shattered hand.
She had iodine, Band-Aids, and Alka-Seltzer. She had sealed
the hole in Father Storey’s skull with cork and candle wax,
like a doctor from the seventeenth century. It was the
seventeenth century out here in the woods.

Ben went on, “Whatever Cline did and whyever he did it,
let’s be clear. We all knew who bashed in Father Storey’s
head, Cline as well as us. He chose his side.”

“He chose not to watch his friend be killed by a lynch
mob,” Renée said. “That’s understandable.”

Ben looked at Gilbert Cline and said, “What | understand
is he ought to pick better friends. His buddy nearly killed a
man. Cline knew it. He could’ve stayed out of it. He chose to
commit some life-endangering assaults of his own. You want
to dispute any part of this story, Cline, you go on and speak
right up.”

“No, sir,” Gilbert Cline said, but he was looking at Renée.
“That’s how it happened. The Mazz is the only reason |
didn’t die in the lockup. And | never would’ve made it
through the smoke and down to the canoes if not for him. |



could barely move my legs. He just about carried me. | felt
obliged not to stand back and watch him get killed.”

“And did you think he bashed in Father Storey’s head?”
Ben asked.

Cline looked at Mazzucchelli and back to Ben. His face
was a calm, composed blank. “It didn’t cross my mind it
mattered one way or another. | owed him.”

Harper had, until now, been concerned with injury and
exposure. She had not paused to think about what it meant
if Mark Mazzucchelli had really done it . . . really taken a
rock to the back of Father Storey’s head, all for a pair of
boots.

The rock.

“Was the weapon on Mr. Mazzucchelli when you
discovered him trying to get away?” Harper asked.

“No,” the Mazz said. “’Cause it’s all bullshit. | never had
no weapon.”

“We haven’t found what he used to crush Father Storey’s
head in,” Ben said, his voice stiff. “Not so far. We may turn it
up yet.”

“So what you have is an assault with no witnesses, no
weapon, and a man who professes his innocence even after
you hung him up in a stress position and struck him with
your gun.”

“It wasn’t even a little like—"

Harper held up a hand. “You’'re not in court and I'm not a
judge. | don’t have any authority to go casting judgments.
And neither do you. As far as I'm concerned, you don’t have
proof of anything, and until you do, these men ought to be
treated as well as anyone in camp.”

Renée continued, “And without any evidence of
wrongdoing, I'm curious how long you plan to keep them
locked up and on what basis. There needs to be some kind
of fair process. They have a right to a defense. They have a
right to rights.”

“Id love to take that dump now,” said the Mazz, but no
one listened to him.



“I don’t know if you heard, Renée,” Ben said, “but the
Constitution went up in flames, along with the rest of
Washington D.C. The people in this camp would like very
much not to wind up in cinders as well, Ms. ACLU.”

“| used to donate to them every year, in fact,” Renée
said. “Never mind that, though. I'm trying to make a point.
We don’t just need to decide whether or not this man tried
to kill Tom Storey. We need to decide how we decide, and
who does the deciding. And if Mr. Mazzucchelli here is found
guilty, we have to make a choice, as a community, about
what to do with him . . . about what we can live with. That's
the hard part.”

“I don't think it's that hard. | think this community has
already made a choice. You would know that if you'd been
there when they started throwing rocks. | don’t know what
you were doing all night, but you missed all kinds of fun.”

“Maybe | spent my night hiding in the woods,” Renée
said, “waiting for a chance to kill Father Storey.”

Ben stared, his mouth open and his brow furrowed, as if
she had just posed a particularly irritating riddle. He shook
his head.

“You shouldn’t make cracks. You don’t have any idea
what Carol and Allie and that crowd would do to you if they
thought . . .” His voice trailed off, and then he started again,
with a hard smile on his face. “Thing about you, Renée,
you're a good-intentions person. With your tea and your
books and your story sessions for the kids, you're just as
harmless as they come. And like most really harmless
people, you don’t have the faintest idea what other people
are capable of doing.”

“But don’'t you see, Ben? That's precisely my point. We
don’t know what other people are capable of doing. None of
us does. Who could say for certain Father Storey wasn’t
surprised by someone in this camp who wants to do him
harm? For all you know, / might have a reason to want him
dead, and it might’ve been me waiting in the trees with a
rock. It could’ve been anyone, and without certainty we



can’t publicly execute a man. We ought not to even lock him
up indefinitely.”

“That's where you're wrong, Renée. That's where you
talk yourself into a corner. See, Mark Mazzucchelli here, he
had a motive and he had an opportunity. Which is bad. But
what’s worse, | can’t think of one other person in this whole
camp would wish harm on the sweet old man who took us
all in, who gave us shelter, and who taught us how to
protect ourselves from the Dragonscale. It's that simple. |
can’t think of one reason why anyone else would want
Father Storey dead.”

Which was when Harper remembered what Tom Storey
had told her in the canoe.

I’'m going to have to send someone away, he had said.
Someone who has done . . . unforgivable things.

“Oh,” Harper said, “l can think of a reason.”



3

From the diary of Harold Cross:

JUNE 19th

THE SHITTERS. THE LOATHSOME IGNORANT SHITTERS.

JUNE 19th, LATER:

OFFICER CATSHITT TOOK MY PHONE. AND BEFORE HE SWITCHED
IT OFF HE WIPED IT, RIGHT IN FRONT OF MY EYES. EVERY TEXT,
EVERY MAIL, EVERY NOTE.

THEY DIDN’T UNDERSTAND ANYTHING. THEY DIDN’'T EVEN
TRY TO UNDERSTAND. AS SOON AS | TOLD THEM | HAD BEEN
COMMUNICATING WITH PEOPLE ON THE OUTSIDE THEY WENT
INTO HYSTERICS. IF THEY HAD THE JIM JONES KOOL-AID ON HAND
THEY ALL WOULD'VE BEEN LINED UP FOR A CUP. NOW THAT I'VE
CALMED DOWN, | WONDER IF | SHOULD HAVE ANTICIPATED THIS.

THE MOST UNIQUE CHARACTERISTIC OF THE FUNGUS IS THE
WAY IT BONDS WITH THE MIND. DOCTOR SOLZHENITSYN IN
NOVOSIBIRSK HAS SHOWN THE SPORE IS DENDRITIC IN NATURE
AND COMPATIBLE WITH THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE BRAIN.
OXYTOCIN TELLS DRACO INCENDIA TRYCHOPHYTON IT HAS
FOUND A SAFE ENVIRONMENT. THE FUNGUS, IN TURN,
STIMULATES FLOCK BEHAVIOR TO PRESERVE ITS OWN WELL-
BEING, THE SAME GROUP-THINK THAT MAKES A CROWD OF
SPARROWS TURN ON A DIME. THE 'SCALE IS SO OVERPOWERING,
IT CAN TEMPORARILY ERASE EVEN FUNDAMENTAL NOTIONS OF
PERSONAL IDENTITY. OTHER PEOPLE’S IDEAS SEEM LIKE YOUR
OWN, OTHER’S PEOPLE’S NEEDS SEEM MORE IMPORTANT THAN
YOURS, ETC. WE REALLY ARE LIVING IN THE ZOMBIE APOCALYPSE,
IT’S JUST THE ZOMBIES ARE US.

ALL THIS MAKES SENSE, GIVEN THE NATURE OF OYXTOCIN,
WHICH BRINGS COMFORT TO THOSE WHO PARTICIPATE IN TRIBAL
BEHAVIOR. I'M NOT PART OF THIS STUPID CHRISTING TRIBE
WHICH IS WHY I’'M SMOKING ALL THE TIME AND GETTING NO
CHEMICAL BENEFIT FROM THEIR IDIOTIC DAILY SINGALONGS. IT
ALSO EXPLAINS WHY EVERYONE WAS SO EAGER TO TURN IN
THEIR CELL PHONES (YES, FUCKFACE TOOK ALL OF THEM, NOT




JUST MINE). THE 'SCALE HAS THEM ALL ADDICTED TO SOCIAL
APPROVAL.

| WOULD LOVE TO KNOW WHY THE FIREMAN CAN STEER THE
'SCALE INSTEAD OF BEING STEERED BY IT. NO ONE IS MORE
ALOOF THAN HIM. 1 WOULD KILL TO KNOW HOW HE CAN SET FIRE
TO PARTS OF HIMSELF AND NOT BE HURT.

I’'M NOT THE ONLY ONE WHO WANTS TO KNOW WHAT HE
KNOWS, EITHER. | WAS DOWN ON THE BEACH THREE DAYS AGO
AND HEARD THEM OVER ON THEIR ISLAND, YELLING AT EACH
OTHER. WHATEVER HE KNOWS, HE WON'T TELL SARAH STOREY,
AND BOY OH BOY IS SHE PISSED.

IF SHE TEARS HIM A NEW ASSHOLE, IT'S TOUGH SHIT FOR MR.
ROOKWOOD. THIS INFIRMARY IS ALL OUT OF ASSHOLE PATCHES.
AND EVERYTHING ELSE.
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She swatted her thigh with the notebook and looked out the
window. Goosedown flakes of snow floated about, couldn’t
decide if they wanted to fall or rise. Camp was a snow globe
and some God-child had given it a shake.

Harper had been awake for fifteen minutes and still
wasn’t sure if it was morning or afternoon. The light was
diffuse and gray, as if the whole world were hidden under a
bedsheet. She sat on the edge of Father Storey’s cot. Every
once in a while he would draw a sudden, startled-sounding
breath, as if he had just read something terrible in the
newspaper. The obituary of a friend, maybe. His own
obituary.

One thing that had been true in the summer of Harold
Cross was even more true now. The infirmary was out of
asshole patches and everything else. She had disinfected
Father Storey’s trepanation with a splash of port and had
treated John Rookwood’s mauled arm with a weak dose of
good intentions. She wasn’t sure good intentions always
paved the road to hell, but they for sure weren’t the highest
standard of medical care.

She stood on the chair and reached up to put Harold’s
notebook behind the ceiling panel. Some little movement or
gesture at the edge of her vision caught her attention. She
looked around and discovered she and Father Storey had
company that morning.

Nick was in the cot closest to the door, sheets pulled to
his chest. His hair was a pretty black tousle. He gazed at her
as if he had forgotten how to blink. He must’'ve crept in
while she was asleep and quietly settled into the first empty
bed.



She pushed the notebook up out of sight, deciding to act
as if this were a perfectly normal thing to do. When the
ceiling tile was back in place she climbed down off the chair
and stood at the foot of Nick’'s cot. Harper moved her hands
carefully, using what he had taught her so far to ask why he
was here.

He reached for the notepad and pen he carried with him
everywhere he went, and wrote: My stomach hurts. Allie
walked me over. She had to come to the infirmery anyway
because she’s stashioned here today. Harper sat beside him
on the cot, took his notepad, and wrote: Have you been
vomiting? Diarrhea?

He shook his head. She suspected anxiety for Father
Storey, not food poisoning.

What do you mean, Allie is stationed here? Harper wrote
and passed him his pad and pen.

She’s in the other room, Nick scrawled.

Harper raised her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug,
hands out, palms turned up: Why?

Allie’s here for protecshun. Aunt Carol wants to make
shure granddad is safe. What did you just stick in the
ceiling? Before she could formulate a reply, he added, /
promise if you tell me | won’t SAY A WORD. She had to smile
at that. Of course he wouldn't.

Just some notes I’'m keeping, she said, which was true,
even if it was leaving out a detail or two.

Notes on what?

If you don’t ask about that, she wrote, | won’t ask if you
really have a stomachache.

He smacked the heel of his hand into his forehead, a
gesture he must've picked up from television. She didn't
judge. Harper sometimes felt she spent half her life playing
Julie Andrews in the movie version of her life. The problem
with role models is they teach you roles.

Harper used her finger-spelling to say S-L-E-E-P.

He nodded and said, “You too, right?” Speaking in
silence, hands moving precisely through the air, as if he



were adjusting the gears of an invisible machine.

“l go,” she said with her own, less fluent hands. “Be soon
back.”

“Be careful,” said Nick’s hands.

Allie was in the waiting room, curled on the couch. Not
asleep, not reading—just lying there with the knuckles of
one hand pressed to her lips. She blinked and glanced up.
For a moment her eyes were unfocused and she seemed to
look upon Harper without recognition.

“Nick says you've been stationed here.”

“Looks like. You've got Ben and Aunt Carol thinking
someone in camp might be out to kill Granddad. | think
that’s nuts—everyone knows it was that guy the Mazz—but |
don’t call the shots.”

“And Ben does?”

“He’s just doing what Aunt Carol wants. And she wants
Granddad safe. You can’t blame her. Someone did try to kill
him. Aunt Carol wants you to stay here from now on, too. So
there’s always medical staff on hand, in case he has a
seizure or whatever.”

“Am | going to start eating here, too?”

Harper was joking, but Allie said, “Yeah. She was really
upset when she heard you wandered off yesterday to get
something to snack on and left him all alone. His heart
could’ve stopped. Or someone could’ve walked in and put a
pillow over his face.”

“I can’t stay here. Not full-time. As a matter of fact, |
have to step out right now. John’s pretty banged up. | want
to head over to his island and get a compression bandage
and a brace on him.”

Harper was not carrying either item but was counting on
Allie not to notice, and she didn't.

“Can’t,” Allie said. “Even if you were allowed to leave the
infirmary, it's the middle of the day. No one goes out during
the day.”

“What do you mean, even if | was allowed? Is that from
Carol? Who put her in charge?”



“We did.”

IIWhO?II

“All of us. We voted. You weren’'t there. You were
sleeping. We gathered in the church and we sang for Father
Storey. We sang to everyone we’ve ever lost to show us
what to do. | swear | could hear them singing with us. There
were only a hundred and forty people in church, but it was
like a thousand people singing all at once.” Allie’s bare arms
pebbled with goose bumps at the memory of it. She hugged
herself. “It felt like being rescued . . . from every bad feeling
you ever had. | think it was just what we needed. Afterward,
we settled down, and held hands, and talked. We talked
about the things we were still glad for. We said thanks. Like
you do before a meal. And we made plans. That was when
we voted to give Ben final authority on all security matters.
And we voted to make Aunt Carol head of the chapel
services and daily planning, which is what Father Storey
used to do. At first she didn't want to. She said she couldn’t
take on any more work. She said she needed to look after
her dad. So we took another vote and everyone voted for
Carol all over again. So then she said we were making a
mistake. She said she wasn’t strong like her father. That he
was better than her in every way. Kinder and more
thoughtful and patient. But we took a third vote and she
won that one, too, unanimously. It was funny. It was so
funny. Even Carol laughed. She was kind of crying-laughing.”

Harper thought of something in Harold’'s diary—THE
FUNGUS STIMULATES FLOCK BEHAVIOR TO PRESERVE ITS OWN
WELL-BEING, THE SAME GROUP-THINK THAT MAKES A CROWD

OF SPARROWS TURN ON A DIME—but she didn’t like where
that thought led her and pushed it aside.

Allie said, “I don’t think | ought to let you go. The last
time | was on duty in the infirmary and didn’t do my job, a
kid got killed.” She gave Harper a crooked smile that had no
real happiness in it.

“What are you going to do to me if | walk out? You going
to tackle a pregnant woman?”



“No,” Allie said. “I'd probably just shoot you in the leg or
something.”

She was smirking when she said it and Harper almost
laughed. Then she saw the Winchester leaning in one corner
of the room.

“Why in God’s name do you have a gun?” she cried.

“Mr. Patchett decided the Lookouts on guard should have
rifles,” Allie said. “He said we should’ve passed out the guns
a long time ago. If a Cremation Crew turns up, a little bit of
shooting would—"

“—would get a lot more people killed, is what it would do.
None of you ought to be carrying rifles. Allie, some of the
Lookouts are all of fourteen years old.” Harper did not
mention that Allie herself was not yet seventeen. The idea
of the kids stalking around in the snow with loaded guns
agitated her, made her want to give Ben Patchett a hard
poke in his soft gut.

“It's only the older kids,” Allie said, but for the first time
she sounded defensive.

“I'm going,” Harper said.

“No. Don’t. Please? Let’s wait until dark and we can talk
to Carol. Going out in the daytime is pretty much the most
important rule in camp. It’'ll be dark soon.”

“In this snow it might as well be dark already.”

“We pulled the boards up. You'd leave tracks.”

“Not for long. It's snowing now. My tracks will fill in. Allie.
Would you let anyone tell you that you couldn’t go?”

She had her there.

Allie stared into a blue dimness silted with a billion
diamond flecks of flying snow. The muscles at the corners of
her jaw bunched up.

“Shit,” she said, at last. “This is so stupid. | shouldn’t.”

“Thank you,” Harper said.

“You need to be back in two hours or less. If you're not
back in two hours, I'm going to feed you to the wolves.”

“If I'm not back in two hours, you ought to get Don
Lewiston anyway, just to check on Father Storey’s condition,



see how he’s doing.”

Allie glared at Harper. “You have no idea how fucked this
is. All us Lookouts met after chapel. Ben Patchett said too
many people have been putting themselves ahead of the
well-being of camp, doing what they like. He said we need
to make some examples out of people who can’t follow our
rules. We all voted. We agreed. We made a pact.”

“Mr. Patchett can worry about the well-being of the
camp,” Harper said. “I need to worry about the well-being of
my patients. If he finds out, you tell him you tried to make
me stay and you couldn’t stop me. But he’s not going to find
out, because I'll be back before you know it.”

“Go if you're going to go, then. Before | change my
mind.”

Harper had her hand on the latch when Allie spoke again.

“I'm glad he likes you,” Allie said. “John is the loneliest
person | know.”

She glanced back, but Allie wasn’'t looking at her
anymore. She was flopped on her side, curling up on the
couch once more.

Harper thought the gentle blessings of children were
often as unprovoked, unexpected, and uncalled for as their
cruelties. Camp Wyndham that winter was neither Hogwarts
nor the island in Lord of the Flies, after all, but a place of
wandering, damaged orphans, kids who were willing to forgo
eating lunch so there was enough food for others.

“I'll be back soon,” Harper said, and when she said it, she
believed it.

But she did not return until long, long after dark fell, and
by then everything in camp had changed again.
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The trees were ghosts of themselves in a smokeworld of low
clouds and falling snow. The dying afternoon smelled like
pinecones burned in an ashtray.

Harper meant every word of what she had promised Allie:
that she was going to paddle over to the Fireman’s island,
check his condition, and come back. She had left out the
part about needing to go home first because the infirmary
cupboard was all but bare and she was going to have to
hunt through her personal supplies for the things John
needed. If Allie knew about that, she might've knocked her
down and sat on her chest to keep her from going.

She thought she might have a good poke around while
she was home. See what else she could find that might be
of use in Camp Wyndham. Shampoos and books and socks.

But when she got there she discovered there wasn’t as
much to poke around in as she expected. She stopped at the
edge of the woods, looking at what was left of her house
with a feeling of shock so intense, it approached awe.

The side of the house facing the street had collapsed in
on itself, the entire face swept away. Some great force had
dragged the living room couch out into the yard and tossed
it all the way to the edge of the driveway. Snow had
mounded up on it, but Harper could still see the armrests.
She guessed there was some more junk scattered across the
lawn, but they were just lumps under the snow now. It
looked like her house had been brushed by a tornado.

She caught her breath and thought back to the night she
left. She remembered a rending crack, so loud it shook the
ground. Jakob had climbed into his Freightliner and
sideswiped the snowplow through the front of the house,
dropped the roof in on what remained of their life together.



Papers hung impaled from bare tree branches, scattered
all along the edge of the woods. Harper pulled one down: a
page from Desolation’s Plough. She read the first words—
despair is no more than a synonym for consciousness, and
demolition much the same as art—and let the fretful breeze
tug the sheet out of her hand. It flapped away in the wind.

Harper was so dazed, she almost forgot her plan and
drifted out of the woods into the yard, leaving footprints all
the way. But a car shushed past on the road, making a
sound like an admonition to be silent, and reminded her to
take care. She worked her way around the house to the
south side of the ruin, where trees crowded close to the
wall. A single red spruce hung a wet and glistening limb
over the snow, reaching out to almost touch the vinyl siding.

In a doctor’s office of the mind, Nurse Willowes—dressed
in crisp medical whites—addressed Miss Willowes, six
months pregnant, sitting on the exam-room table in a paper
gown. OAh, yes, Miss Willowes, | hope you will continue at the
gym. It’s important to stay healthy and active for as long as
you can do so comfortably!

Harper wrapped both hands around the branch, which
was about four feet off the ground, inhaled deeply, and
swung. She pendulumed across two yards of snow and
reached down with her feet, and her toes found purchase in
the icy gravel that bordered the house. She felt herself
sliding back, was in danger of letting go and falling onto the
frozen ground. She pedaled her feet at the loose rock,
lunged, and let go of the branch. Harper fell against the
wall, the rubbery lump of her belly bouncing gently off the
siding. A little extra cushioning, it turned out, came in
handy.

She followed the narrow strip of gravel under the eaves
around to the back of the house. The door into the
basement was locked, but she did the combination jiggle-
kick-shoulder-thump Jakob had taught her and it opened up.
She stepped into cold, stale air and pulled the door shut
behind her.




When they first moved in they had remodeled the
basement into an “entertaining area,” complete with bar
and pool table, but it had never really stopped feeling like a
cellar. Cheap nubby carpet over cement floor. An odor of
copper pipes and cobwebs.

The collapse of the house above had led to much more
radical redecorating. The fridge had dropped through the
ceiling from the kitchen and toppled over onto its side. The
door hung open to show the condiments and salad dressings
still nestled on the shelves. Wires dangled from the hole
overhead.

The pool table remained curiously undamaged in the
center of the room. Harper had never learned how to play.
Jakob, on the other hand, could not only run the table, but
could balance a pool stick on a single finger and a plate on
the end of the cue, another of his circus tricks. In retrospect,
Harper supposed it did not pay to be too impressed with a
man just because he could ride a unicycle.

The camping supplies—tent, portable gas stove, oil lamp
—were in the bank of cupboards against the back wall, and
the first aid kit was packed in there with them. They had
always liked backpacking. That was one thing she could look
back on with fondness: they had both been crazy for sex in
the woods.

She had badly twisted an ankle when they were hiking in
Montana, and Jakob had cheerfully carried her piggyback
the last mile to the Granite Park Chalet. She had bought the
first aid kit as soon as they got home, to be prepared for the
next time one of them banged themselves up on a hike, but
there was no next time, and after a few more years there
was no more hiking.

The kit was better stocked than she remembered. It
contained a stack of compression bandages alongside ice
packs and burn cream. But the real prize was shoved in next
to the first aid supplies, and was the thing she had wanted
most, her central reason for returning: a black elastic elbow
brace, left over from two years before. Jakob had wiped out,



playing her in racquetball, and sprained his arm. They
hadn’t ever played after that. Jakob claimed the elbow still
sometimes gave him a twinge and said he didn't want to
risk straining it again, but she had sometimes imagined he
quit racquetball for far less understandable reasons. She
had been shutting him out at the time he smashed his
elbow into the wall. It wasn’t so much that he hated losing.
It was just that he hated losing to her. In their relationship,
he was the coordinated one, and Harper was comically,
adorably clumsy. He took it personally when she stepped out
of character.

She rooted around in the other cupboards and found a
long box of Gauloises, shoved back on a high shelf, the
cellophane peeled off and a few packs missing. Jakob had
announced, a year before—a million years before—that he
had quit smoking cold turkey and felt sorry for people who
didn’t have the willpower to do the same. For once she was
glad he was full of shit. As in any guerrilla economy, there
was no underestimating the value of cigarettes these days.
People had been wrong to hoard gold for the collapse of
civilization. They would’'ve been better served to stock up on
Camels.

She went around behind the bar to see what they had for
booze. Facing the counter, at her back, was a smoked-glass
door that opened into an empty hole where they had
planned to put a stereo someday. Hadn’'t got around to it.
Jakob had insisted on a Bang & Olufsen system that cost
almost ten thousand dollars and any plan to save for it had
remained strictly hypothetical.

She crouched for a look in the liquor cabinet and found a
bottle of thirty-year-old Balvenie that would taste like smoke
and fill a person with angel’s breath. There was also a bottle
of cheap, banana-flavored rum that would be just fine if you
wanted to get sick. Harper wondered what John Rookwood
might tell her about Dragonscale after a Balvenie on the
rocks or three.



She was still hunched down behind the bar when
someone wiggle-kick-shoulder-thumped the basement door.

“Grayson!” cried a hoarse, wheezing, loud, somehow
familiar voice, and Harper choked on a cry. Didn't reply,
didn’t move. Hunched there frozen, waiting for whoever it
was to tell her what to do.

“Grayson!” the man shouted again, and Harper realized
he was not outside shouting /n, but inside shouting out. “It
worked! We're in.”

“l wanted to get that lock fixed. | was always worried
someone was going to come in and steal the good whiskey
and rape my wife,” Jakob said. “I had very protective
feelings toward the whiskey.”

His voice was a knife, a thing she felt in the abdomen as
much as heard.

Harper opened the tinted glass door into that hole where
they had planned to stack a stereo. It was as deep as the
footwell under a large office desk, nothing in it except some
dangling cables. She climbed in with the first aid kit and the
brace and the cigarettes, squeezing herself tight around the
beach ball of her stomach. Three days ago she had climbed
through a smoke-filled drainpipe with this stomach. She
didn’t think she would be able to do it now. She eased the
glass door shut behind her.

“Right,” said the first man, in a voice that made Harper
think of a fat guy wheezing over a plate of scrambled eggs
and a double order of bacon. “l get that. You don’t want
some reprehensible scumbag drinking up your stash of
expensive booze. Unfortunately for you, you led me right to
it.” He laughed: a sound like someone squeezing a broken
toy accordion, a kind of musical gasp. “Why don’t you head
upstairs and have a poke around? See if she’s been here.
We'll secure the basement. And by ‘secure’ | mean drink
your whiskey, play pool, and look for dirty home movies.”

“She hasn’t been here. | come out here now and then,
you know. Keeping an eye on the place. | figured she’d come
back, sooner or later. For her books or her favorite pajamas



or her old Pooh Bear. | swear, sometimes | felt like a child
molester, sleeping with her. We had to watch Mary Poppins
every Christmas. As soon as we were done opening
presents.”

“Christ,” said the one with the fat man’s voice, and at
last Harper knew why he was familiar to her. She had heard
the Marlboro Man often enough on the radio. “And you
waited until she got sick to try and kill her?” He bawled with
laughter at his own joke. Another man—not Jakob—
confirmed the cleverness of this bon mot with a shrill titter.

“You can see no one has been here from the snow. No
footprints,” Jakob said.

“You're probably right. But we’'ll look anyway. Just to be
sure. You know about me and the secret broadcast? | ever
told you about that? The radio in my head? No? When | was
twelve, | could put my hand on a silent radio and close my
eyes and | could hear the DJ introducing ‘Walk This Way.’ |
could hear him in my mind. Like | was the antenna, pulling
the signal right into my brain. I'd tell my buddies, I'll bet
every one of you that if we turn on the radio, it'll be playing
‘Walk This Way.” Everyone would pitch in a buck. I'd turn on
the radio, and Steven Tyler would be right there, braggin’
how his girl is a real good bleeder. Or, like, when | was old
enough to drive. I'd be sitting in my friend’s crap Trans Am,
the car turned off, waiting for him to come out of a corner
store with a six-pack of Schlitz. And suddenly I'd know Mo
Vaughn had just slugged a home run. I'd know. My pal would
come out, turn the keys—and all of Fenway would be
cheering for the big hit, Joe Castiglione shouting about how
far Mo smashed it. For a long time | thought maybe | was
picking signals up on my fillings somehow. But ever since
the plague days started, I've been hearing new signals.
Sometimes I'll hear my own voice on the secret broadcast,
reading a news report. I'll hear myself talking about how a
dozen burners were discovered hiding in the basement of
Portsmouth Library, and they were shot dead by a heroic
Cremation Crew. So I'll get the gang together and we’'ll go



down there, and sure enough—burners, hiding in the cellar.
Remember that, Marty? Remember the time | said we ought
to go down to Portsmouth Library and check things out? We
killed every one of those motherfuckers. It all went down
just exactly the way | heard it on my telepathic news
report.”

“That’s true!” cried the third man, his voice piping and
obsequious. “You knew they were going to be there,
Marlboro Man! You knew before any of us.”

“So that’'s why we had to come over here today? You had
a psychic tickle that my wife might’'ve come home?” Jakob
asked. He didn’t sound like a believer.

“Maybe. Maybe | heard a little voice that said why not
run by and have a look. Then again, maybe | just
remembered you saying you had some good Scotch and |
wanted a taste. Why don’t you have a peek around and we’ll
find out which it is.”

“Sure,” Jakob said. “Check behind the bar. See what's
left.”

A door opened across the room. Sheetrock and shattered
lath tumbled out with a crash. Jakob cursed. The one named
Marty made hyena sounds that approximated laughter.
Jakob clambered away over sliding, tumbling, clattering
debris.

Someone approached the bar. Harper could dimly see a
man in snow pants through the tinted glass. A skinny guy
with a bushy Afro of reddish wiry hair bent over, opened the
liquor cabinet, pulled out the Balvenie.

“Is this stuff good?”

“Fuckin’ A. Hand it over. Let me have a look.” Silence.
“Goddamn, this costs more than | used to make in a week.
You think his wife is half as nice as his pool table and his
whiskey?” said the Marlboro Man.

“Don’t matter,” Marty said. “She’s got the skeeve. You
ain’t gonna fuck that.”

“True. Speaking of skeeve, see if there are some glasses.
| don’t want your backwash in the bottle.”



The skinny guy bent and dug around and came up with
tumblers.

“You want music? Based on his pool table and his
whiskey, | bet he’'s got a sweet fuckin’ sound system,” Marty
said. He turned toward the stereo cabinet and pressed the
magnetic catch. The glass door sprang open half an inch.
Harper shut her eyes and thought, Despair is no more than
a synonym for consciousness.

“No power, asshole,” said the Marlboro Man. “A Porsche
is just a half ton of worthless iron if there's no gas in the
tank.”

“Ah, fuck. Good point, Marlboro Man! | wasn’t thinking!”
He pushed the cabinet door shut without looking in.

“There’s some breaking news.”

Neither of them spoke for a few moments. She heard the
gurgle of whiskey splashing into the glass, swallowing, and
reverential sighs.

When Marty spoke again, his voice was pitched low. “He’s
kinda scary, don’cha think?”

“Who? Public Works?”

“Yeah. Jakob. With that burn on his neck. That black hand
—cooked right in the skin. And his eyes, you know? Like
dusty old glass. Like doll's eyes.”

“Listen to you. You're practically Lord Byron, with the
similes.”

“Tell you what. | think he’'d rather find the Fireman here
than his wife. | think he’s got a bigger hard-on for him than
he does for the runaway bride.”

“There ain’t no Fireman.”

There was an uneasy silence.

“Well,” Marty said. “Marlboro Man . . . someone burned
his neck. And the other night? Eighty guys saw the devil,
two stories high, down by the police station. Eighty guys.
And Arlo Granger, in the fire department, he wrestled with
some dude in the smoke. Some dude with a British accent,
dressed up in a fire helmet and everything. Arlo would’ve



kicked his head in, except the Fireman had friends, like five
friends, and they ganged up on him . ..”

“I know Arlo Granger, and that guy is a fuckin’ liar. He
told me once that he got backstage at a Rush concert and
snorted coke with Neil Peart. | wish the guys in Rush snorted
coke. Maybe it would amp 'em up and they’'d try playing
some real rock and roll for once, instead of that limp-dick
prog-rock bullshit.”

“My cousin is in the National Guard. Amy Castigan,
you’'ve hung out with Amy—"

“Amy . . . your cousin Amy . . . maybe. Yeah, | think she
sucked my dick once.”

“Yeah, yeah, me, too, but listen, listen, Marlboro Man.
Amy was manning the checkpoint on the Piscataqua Bridge
back in September, middle of the night . . . and she sees this
red blaze coming up the river. Like someone shot a rocket at
them. Her and the other guys hit the deck and just in time,
too. This giant fuckin’ bird of flame, thirty feet from wing tip
to wing tip, dive-bombed ’'em. It dived so close the
sandbags caught fire! And while Amy and the guys in her
unit were duckin’ for cover, a car ran the checkpoint and
some burners escaped into Maine. That was him, too! That's
what he does! He's figured out how to weaponize
Dragonscale, man.”

“That’s one possibility,” the Marlboro Man said. “The
other possibility is your cousin is the biggest fuckin’ ho-bag
on the East Coast, and someone ran the checkpoint while
she was treating her entire unit to the Amy Castigan blow-
job special. There ain’t no Fireman. And Satan didn’t turn up
at the police department last night. People see things in
flame. Freaky faces and stuff. That’s all.”

Harper thought, inevitably, of the girl in John’s furnace:
Sarah Storey, she was sure. The Marlboro Man could believe
what he liked, but sometimes the face in the fire really was
someone looking back at you.

Boards and plaster sheeting slid and thumped in the
stairwell.



“Nothing,” Jakob said. “Nothing and no one. | told you. If
someone had been here, there'd be tracks. She’s six months
pregnant. | doubt she can go a hundred paces without
running out of breath.”

“That is a fair point, squire,” said the Marlboro Man. “My
ex, when she was pregnant, if she wanted anything—
cigarettes, beer, ice cream, anything—she’d make me get it,
even if it was only in the next room.

“Sorry the psychic flash didn’t work out. But at least you
found the Balvenie. We can take it with us. That's five
hundred dollars a bottle, so drink it slow.”

“What’'s the hurry? Have a couple drinks and I'll polish
you off in a game of pool.”

“I"d need more than a couple before that would happen,”
Jakob said.

“Want to wager on it?”

“With what? Money isn’t what it used to be.”

“l win, you have to go upstairs and find me a pair of your
wife’s panties,” said the Marlboro Man.

“If / win, you have to wear them,” Jakob said.

“Hey, what if /win?” Marty asked.

“What if you invent a cure for fuckin’ Dragonscale? What
if you didn't laugh like a thirteen-year-old girl with the
hiccups?”

Marty laughed like a thirteen-year-old girl with the
hiccups.

“Who breaks?” Jakob said.

There was a loud crack as one ball struck a dozen.

“Is this single elimination?” Marty asked. “Or best of
three?”

“Whatever,” said the Marlboro Man. “l don’t have
anyplace to be.”
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A powdery snow granulated the night. She drifted through a
frozen darkness, her nostrils stinging from the cold. The
light had been failing when she entered her house. Now, six
games of pool later, it was who knew when—nine? ten?—
and her legs were cramped from the hours she had spent
balled up in the cupboard space behind the tinted glass
door.

Jakob had been better at pool but the Marlboro Man was
superior at holding his drink. The fat man—from his voice
alone, Harper felt sure he was at least three hundred
pounds—had left with a pair of her undies in his coat pocket,
whistling “Centerfold.” She waited at least thirty minutes to
crawl out of her hiding place, half believing Jakob and his
new friends would still be there, silently waiting for her.
They had left the empty bottle of Balvenie upside down in
one of the side pockets.

She should’ve been wretched, choking on sobs, or
quaking helplessly in shock. Instead, Harper felt buzzed, as
if she had just skied a slope at the very edge of her ability,
taking turns faster than she had ever taken them before.
She had heard of adrenaline highs, but wasn’t sure if she
had ever had one before. She was hardly aware of her legs
carrying her forward.

Harper didn’t know where she was going until she got
there. She wandered right past the entrance to Camp
Wyndham—past the chain hung between the stone
monoliths, past the burned-out wreckage of the bus—and
followed Little Harbor Lane until it switched to gravel. In
another hundred feet it turned into a boat ramp, angling
down into the lapping foam of the Atlantic.



And there was the Fireman'’s island. A quick clamber over
a stone breakwater, a two-minute walk along the shingle,
and she came in sight of Camp Wyndham'’s dock.

She had promised Allie she would be back in two hours. It
had been maybe twice that. Harper dreaded facing Allie,
who was likely in trouble by now, and who almost certainly
had spent the evening sick with worry. Harper decided
solemnly to do whatever was necessary to make amends.

But Allie would have to worry a little longer. Harper had
left John Rookwood on his island all alone for three days,
with smashed ribs, a sprained elbow, and a wrist that had
been seriously dislocated. He was her whole reason for
slipping out of the infirmary. It would be a poor joke to head
back without seeing him.

Besides. For all Allie’s talk about how they were going to
start making examples out of people who broke the rules,
Harper couldn’t take any of it too seriously. To Harper, it was
elementary school all over again. There were rules, of
course, and consequences for breaking them . . . but rules
and consequences alike were applied by the grown-ups to
the kids, and Harper was a grown-up. A student might get a
demerit slip for running in the hall, but if someone on staff
broke into a jog, presumably there was a good reason. Ben
might be annoyed with her, but she would talk to him and
smooth everything over. She was no more threatened by his
authority (or Carol’s) than she would’ve felt threatened by a
teacher. It was not, after all, like anyone was going to make
her write I will not leave camp without a permission slip a
hundred times on the chalkboard.

She rowed across a heaving liquid darkness. She felt a
kind of slow tidal rocking inside her as well, as if she herself
contained a smaller sea.

Harper knocked on the doorframe of the Fireman’s shed.

“Who'’s that, then?”

“Harper.”

“Ah! Finally. | warn you, I'm not dressed.”

“I'll give you a minute.”



She took a deep breath of damp, salted, frozen air, let it
out in a trickle of white fog. She had never looked around
his island, not really, and tramped up the great central dune
to see the view from the highest point.

It wasn’t much of a rock. A couple acres long, shaped like
an eye. One central ridge ran along the island lengthwise,
with the Fireman’s little shed built into one side of it. At the
southern tip was the ruin of a guesthouse, a collapsed
rectangle of carbonized beams poking out of a layer of snow
no deeper than a bedsheet. She was momentarily surprised
by the sight of the boat: it stood just above the pebbly
shingle on the eastern face of the island, a thirty-five-foot-
long sailboat resting in a stainless steel carriage, the deck
covered by a taut white tarp. But then Father Storey had
mentioned a boat out here, had talked about taking it on a
search for Martha Quinn. If the snow kept falling, soon it
would just look like a part of the landscape, one vast white
dune to tower over the others.

The cold was making her cheeks numb. She tracked back
down the sand and let herself into the Fireman’s shed
without knocking. She came in stamping her boots and
rubbing her hands, shaking off snow.

“Willowes! I've never been so glad to see another human
face! It feels like a car is parked on my chest. | haven’t been
in so much pain since Guns N’ Roses broke up.”

“Sorry,” she said. She dropped the cloth shopping bag
she had brought with her. “Busy day.”

She opened her mouth to tell him about Jakob and the
Marlboro Man and almost being discovered, then caught
herself.

He was sitting on his cot, and he still wasn’t wearing a
stitch, except for the sling she had made out of a canvas
quiver. His only gesture to modesty was the bedsheet
bunched up in his lap and pooled around his hips. His skin
was scrawled all over with the devil’s handwriting in black
and gold. The bruises beneath the ’'scale had darkened to



shades of blackberry and pomegranate. It hurt her in her
own chest just to look at them.

“You still aren’t dressed,” she said.

“Well,” he said. “l wasn’t sure | should bother. Aren’t you
going to examine me? Seemed a lot of effort to go to, just to
take it all off again. And where have you been? I've been
stranded on this muddy blob of sand for days, with no one
to talk to but myself.”

“At least you were having conversations with someone
who thinks you're clever.”

He fixed the cloth shopping bag with a rapacious glare.
“There better be morphine in there. And cigarettes. And
fresh-ground coffee.”

“I wish | had morphine. In fact, we’ll have to talk about
that.”

“Cigarettes?”

“I don’t have any cigarettes for you right this instant, Mr.
Rookwood,” she said, choosing her words with care. This
was not a lie—but it was also not strictly honest. Harper was
becoming practiced at such evasions. “Look at it as an
opportunity to quit before the smokes kill you.”

“You think smoking is going to kill me? When / smoke,
Nurse Willowes, it's other people who need to worry about
their health. There better be fresh coffee, then.”

“l brought you some wonderful loose teas—"

“Tea! You think | want tea?”

“Why not? You’'re English.”

“And so you think I drink tea? What, do you imagine |
used to wander around in the London fog in a deerstalker
cap, talking to my mates in iambic pentameter? We have
Starbucks, woman.”

“Oh, good. Because | also have a few packets of
Starbucks instant.”

“Why didn’t you say so?”

“Because you're such an amusing man to disappoint.
How about | put on the kettle and you at least put on some



pants? | don’t recall any below-the-waist injuries that require
a medical opinion.”

He swept a foggy gaze around the floor, reached with
one bony foot for his fireman pants.

She took a deep breath to tell him about going home—
and then sidetracked herself again, saying, “Did you always
want to be a fireman? How long have you been dressing like
one? Since childhood?” That was the adrenaline talking. She
wondered if this was how people felt after skydiving. Her
hands had a tremor.

“Not at all. | wanted to be a rock star. | wanted to wear
leather pants and spend weekends in bed with stoned
fashion models and write songs full of pretentious riddles.”

“I didn't know you were musical. What instrument did
you play?”

“Oh, | never got around to learning an instrument.
Seemed like too much work. Also, as my mother was deaf
and my father a bully, musical education wasn’t a priority in
my family. The closest | ever got to the rock-star life was
selling drugs.”

“You were a drug dealer? | don't think I like that. What
drugs?”

“Hallucinogenic mushrooms. Seemed a sensible way to
turn a profit on my degree in botany. Mycology had always
been my field of study. | sold a form of psilocybin called
Smurfpecker that was quite blue, quite popular, and quite
delicious with eggs. Do you want to split a Smurfpecker
omelet with me sometime, Nurse Willowes?”

She turned her back on him, to give him privacy so he
could pull on his pants. “The Dragonscale—that’'s a kind of
spore. A fungus. You must know a lot about it.”

He didn’t reply. She glanced back and his face was
composed into a look of benign innocence. He wasn’t even
trying to pick up his pants. They were still snarled around
his feet. It irritated her that he wouldn’t get dressed. It
made him more of a creep than she had hoped he would be.
She looked away once more.



“Is that why you can control it? Use it? Keep from burning
alive like you’'re coated in asbestos? Is it because you
understand something about it other people don't
understand?”

He made a soft humming sound and said, “I’'m not sure |
understand the ’scale so much as I've helped it to
understand me. The pans are in the box under the furnace.”

“Why do | need a pan?”

“Aren’t you going to make us eggs?”

“You have eggs?”

“No. Don’t you? In that grocery bag of yours? For God’'s
sake, Nurse Willowes, you must've brought me some
goodies!”

“I am sorry to say | did not bring you eggs or French roast
or morphine. Instead | hiked three miles and nearly walked
right into a Cremation Crew to get a brace for your elbow
and tape for your wrist. My ex-husband among them.” She
felt an unexpected prickle in the back of her eyes that she
refused to let become anything more. “I also brought you
some great loose tea because I'm nice and | thought it
would cheer you up and | haven’t even asked for thanks. All
I’'ve asked is for you to put on your pants, but you won't
even do that, because | assume you get off on being naked
and seeing if it rattles me.”

“I can't.”

“Can’t what? Can’t say thanks? Can’t apologize? Can’t
show basic human courtesy?”

“l can’'t put on my pants. | can’t bend over and pick them
up. It hurts too much. And you’'ve been very kind and of
course | should’ve said thanks. I’'m saying it now. Thank you,
Nurse Willowes.”

The contrition in his voice deflated her in some way. She
was coming down off her adrenaline buzz now, a tide
receding to reveal the fatigue beneath.

“I'm sorry. It has been a long couple of days. And | just
got through the worst part of it. | went back home to
salvage some supplies and Jakob turned up, with a crowd of



new friends. One of them was that bully on the radio, the
Marlboro Man, the one who’s always bragging about all the
burners he’s executed. | had to hide. For a long time.”

“You went home? Alone? Why didn’t you send someone?”

“Who? The Lookouts are all kids. Starved, overtired kids. |
didn’t feel like putting one of them at risk. | couldn’t send
you, not with your ribs like they are. Besides, | knew where
to look for the things | wanted. It just seemed to make more
sense to go myself. You didn’t tell me what happened to my
house.”

“That your ex decided to remodel with a two-ton
snowplow? | felt like you had lost enough for one week. Why
pile on? Are you all right?”

“I was . . . scared. | heard them talking about me. They
talked about you, too.”

“You don’t say!” he said. He sounded pleased.

“Yes. They talked about a man with weaponized
Dragonscale, someone who can throw flame, and who goes
around dressed as a fireman. They couldn’t decide if you
were real or an urban legend.”

“Ah! Halfway to being a rock star at last!”

“Mostly they talked about things they’'ve done to people
who are sick. The Marlboro Man keeps track of the numbers
for the whole Cremation Crew, was talking about who’s
killed the most overall, who’'s murdered the most in one
day, who killed the ugliest girl, who killed the hottest girl. It
was like he was talking about the stats for his fantasy
baseball team.”

The Marlboro Man had praised Jakob for “busting his nut”
on New Year’'s Day. It was several minutes before Harper
realized the Marlboro Man was not talking about sex, but
murder. Jakob had used his Freightliner to T-bone a Nissan
with a sick family in it, a man, a woman, and their two
children. The car had been pancaked. The bodies came
squeezing out of the wreckage like toothpaste, or so the
Marlboro Man said. Jakob had accepted the Marlboro Man’s



praise without comment, expressing neither pride nor
horror.

What a curious thing: to think the man she had married,
a man she had loved and been devoted to, had gone on to
commit murders. Had killed and meant to kill again.
Eighteen months ago, they had spent their nights cuddled
on the couch, watching Master of None.

“I was scared I'd start shaking and they’'d hear me.
They'd hear my teeth chattering. Then they left, and when |
knew | was okay—that | was going to leave the house alive
—I|—I felt—Ilike someone threw a grenade at me and then for
some reason it didn't explode. | walked out of there with my
head full of cotton fluff and my legs all rubber. Aren’t you
going to give me a talking-to?”

“For being an idiot and blithely walking right into
trouble?”

“Yes.”

“Naw. | can’t think of two qualities | admire more in a
person. Glad you came back, though. | haven’t had coffee in
days.”

When she turned around, the Fireman was yawning, a fist
covering his mouth and his eyes squeezed shut, and the
sheet had dropped to show the line of his hip. Harper was
surprised by her own reaction to the sight of his scrawny,
hairy self, the dense pelt of hair on his sunken and battered
chest. She felt an immediate twitch of physical want, florid
and absurd, where there had been none a minute before.

She marched to the bed, feeling there was safety in
briskness. “Raise your legs.”

He lifted his feet. She tugged his fireman pants up to the
knees, then sat down beside him and slipped an arm under
his armpits.

“On three, lift your skinny ass.” But she did most of the
lifting and when she scooped him up, she heard it: the
whistling inhalation, the shuddering start of a gasp, quickly
bitten off. What little color was in his face drained away.



“The worst bit isn’t the pain when | move. It’s the itch in
my chest. After every breath. Can’t sleep the way it itches.”

“lItch is good. We like itch, Mr. Rookwood. Bones itch
when they’re knitting back together.”

“l suppose it will feel better after you tape up my chest.”

“Mm, no, I'm sorry, that isn't done anymore. We don’t
want to constrict lungs that need to breathe. But | would like
to strap up that wrist of yours and slip this brace on your
elbow.”

She inched the elastic brace up his forearm, shifted it
into place, then went to work on his swollen, hideously
bruised wrist. Harper pressed cotton pads to either side of
the wrist, then wound medical tape around and around, up
the wrist and down it, creating an almost stiff but
comfortable cast around the joint. After, she lifted the right
arm for a look at his discolored side. Harper traced her
fingers over his ribs, carefully seeking out each fracture. She
tried not to take any pleasure at all in the knuckles of his
spine or the scrollwork of Dragonscale on his skin. He looked
like an illustrated man from a carnival. There was no
guessing how many people the Dragonscale had killed, but
for all that, she could not help thinking it was very beautiful.
Of course she was desperately horny. That didn’t help.

“You might be in for worse than a tongue-lashing from
Ben Patchett,” the Fireman said. “And you might receive a
very unhappy look and some great sad sighs from Tom
Storey. Nothing makes a person feel more low and ashamed
than disappointing the old man. It's like telling a
department-store Santa you know his beard is fake.”

“I don’t think I'll be in trouble with Father Storey.”

He gave her a sharp, searching look and all the humor
dropped from his expression. “Better let me have it, then.”

She told him about trepanning Father Storey’s skull with
a power drill and disinfecting it with port. She told him about
Ben in the meat locker and the handcuffed prisoners and
the dish towel full of rocks. Then she had to go back in time



to tell him about her last talk with Father Storey, in the
canoe.

The Fireman did not ask many questions . . . not until she
recounted her final conversation with the old man.

“He was going to exile some poor girl for stealing a
teacup and cans of Spam?”

“And a locket. And the Portable Mother.”

He shook his head. “Still. That doesn’t seem like Tom.”

“He wasn’t going to exile her because she stole. He was
going to exile her because she was dangerous.”

“And he knew this because he had confronted her over
her thefts and she—what? Threatened him?”

“Something like that,” Harper said.

But she frowned. It was hard to remember now precisely
what Tom had said and how he had said it. It seemed like a
conversation that had happened months, not days, ago. She
found it maddeningly difficult to recall what he had told her
about the thief; there were moments when it seemed to her
he had never mentioned theft at all.

“And for some reason he decided he needed to go into
exile with this thief?”

“To look after her. He was going to search for Martha
Quinn’s island.”

“Ah, Martha Quinn’s island. | like to imagine it's crowded
with refugees from the eighties, wandering about in
spandex and leopard fur. | hope Tawny Kitaen is there. She
was at the center of all my earliest sexual fantasies. Who
was Tom going to leave in charge of camp?”

“You.”

“Me!” He laughed. “Are you sure he didn’t say all this
after getting conked in the head? | can’t imagine anyone
worse for the job.”

“How about Carol?”

He had been smiling, but at this his look became
unhappy again. “l like Carol for high holy priest about as
much as I'd like another kick in the ribs.”

“You don’t think she means well?”



“I'm certain she means well. When your government was
waterboarding poor sods to find bin Laden, they meant well.
Carol’s father was a moderating influence on her, a calming
force on a brittle personality. Without him, well. Carol has
Quarantine Patrols, the police, and Cremation Crews
threatening her from the outside. She has the thief and
those two prisoners to create pressure from the inside. Fear
does not incline people to be moderate in their use of
extreme tactics. Especially not people like Carol.”

“l don’t know. She didn’t even want the job. She turned it
down three times before she accepted.”

“So did Caesar. | only wish Sarah—" He broke off and cast
a frustrated look toward the furnace. Then he dropped his
gaze and tried again. “It's not that Sarah would’'ve kept
Carol in check, or tried to wrest the camp from her, or any of
that. But she would’ve tried to throw her little sister a line if
she saw her drowning. That's what I'm worried about, you
know. Bad enough that Carol might drown in her own
paranoia. But what's worse is that drowning victims will pull
others down with them, and right now she has her arms
around the entire camp.”

A knot snapped in the furnace with a dry, roasted crack.

“What was Sarah like? Not like Carol, | guess. More like
Tom?”

“She had Tom’s sense of humor. She also had more steel
than anyone I've ever met. She threw herself at things like a
bowling ball. You see some of that in Allie, you know. Sarah
always made me feel like one of the ten pins.” He cast a
long, slow, considering look at the flames leaping in the
furnace . . . then turned his head and gave Harper a sweet,
almost boyish smile. “Which | guess is a fairly accurate
description of a certain kind of love, innit?”
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“What is there to say about Sarah before she met me?
Pregnant at seventeen by her piano instructor, an
angelically beautiful Lithuanian only a few years older than
her. Cast out of the private academy where her father was a
professor. Tom, her best friend in the entire world, and the
most forgiving man she knows, says terrible things to her
and sends her off to live with relatives. Finishes her senior
year in disgrace at a public high school, baby bump under
her sweaters. She gets married in a town office the day after
she accepts her diploma. Her Lithuanian, humiliated and
unable to get a job teaching, returns to private lessons,
which is when Sarah discovers that screwing his students is
one of his nervous tics. No matter—she stays married
because if she left him she’d have to go home, and she’s
promised herself she’ll never ask her father for another
single thing in her life. Instead she decides the only way to
save the relationship is to have another baby. Am | going too
quickly? | promise we’ll get to the interesting part in a
moment.”

“Which part is that?” Harper asked.

“The part where | come into the story. Nick is born. Nick
is deaf. The father suggests putting him up for adoption,
since he can never have a relationship with a defective brat
who can’t appreciate his music. Sarah suggests her husband
find a new place to live and throws him out. He kicks
through the screen door at four A.M. one October night and
threatens the whole family with a badminton racquet. Sarah
has a restraining order leveled against him. He responds by
showing up at Allie’s elementary school, supposedly to take
his daughter to a dental appointment, and promptly
disappears with the kid.”



“Jesus.”

“He was arrested four /ong days later, in a motel near the
Canadian border, where he was trying to figure out how to
reach Toronto without a passport for his daughter. | gather
he had notions of getting to the Lithuanian embassy and
trying to scuttle back to Europe with her. He was out on bail
when he hung himself.”

“Sounds like Sarah and me both picked our husbands in
the same shop,” Harper said.

“There was one good thing to come out of the piano
tutor’s last waltz. In those terrible days when Sarah didn’t
know where Allie was, her father showed up on her doorstep
to do what he could for her. He made sure Sarah ate and
slept, held her when she cried, saw to Nick’'s needs. It was
his chance, you see—to be the father she wanted, the father
Sarah had believed he was before he so completely,
colossally failed her. | know Tom, and | doubt he ever
completely forgave himself for turning away from her when
she was a frightened pregnant kid.

“Tom stayed with her for months. Later Sarah moved
closer to home, and he helped with the kids while she
returned to school to study social work. Outreach to the
disabled, that was her field.

“Now, as it happens, Tom Storey had supervised worship
at Camp Wyndham since the 1980s, and was made camp
director a decade later. The spring that Nick turned seven,
Sarah suggested the camp host a two-week program for the
deaf, and Tom made it happen.

“They went looking for counselors who knew how to sign,
and | fit the bill. I learned sign language as a lad from my
deaf Irish mother . . . which, | add, charmed quite a few of
the kids, who liked to say my hands had an Irish accent. |
was in the States to collect a master’s degree and was glad
to get a decent-paying summer job. A man just can’t earn a
living wage selling Smurfpecker in this blighted nation. |
have to tell you, heroin dealers and meth slingers have
made your country a wretched place to be a simple, honest



drug dealer who wants to give his customers a lovingly
curated experience.

“Tom hired me to teach outdoorsy stuff—what berries you
could eat, what leaves not to wipe with, how to make fire
without matches. | was always especially good at that last
trick. On arrival we were each assigned a cute name. | was
dubbed Woody John. Sarah got to be Ranger Sarah.

“We had a few days of orientation and training before the
kids arrived, and | wasn’t there long before | could see being
named Woody was going to be a problem. On the very first
day, Sarah greeted me by saying, ‘Morning, Wood,” with a
darling look of sweet innocence on her face. The other
counselors heard her and fell all over the place laughing.
Pretty soon everyone was saying it. ‘Who’s got Wood?’ ‘Hey,
guys, don’t be so hard on Wood.’ ‘I've been walking around
all morning with Wood.’ You get the idea.

“Well, the night before the kids were due to show up, we
were all having some beers together, and | told her maybe
one day if she was lucky and played her cards right, she
might wake up with Wood. That got some laughs. She said it
would be more like waking up with a splinter in an awkward
place, and that got more.

“l asked her how come she got to be Ranger Sarah, and
she said since she was program director she was allowed to
pick her own name. So | announced by ancient English law |
had the right to challenge her authority with trial by combat.
| told her we’d settle it on the dartboard. We'd each get one
throw. If | hit closer to the center, | could rename both her
and myself. And | warned her ahead of time that | would be
choosing Bushmaster for me and the Camp Beaver for her.
She said | was going to lose, and she’d let me know my new
name after the game, and that soon enough I'd be longing
for the days when | was plain old Woody.

“By now everyone was deadly serious. And by ‘deadly
serious’ | mean ‘crying on the ground.” Of course | liked my
odds. When | was an undergrad | spent more time in pubs
throwing darts than | did in classrooms taking notes. | stood



well back and nearly hit bull’'s-eye without so much as a
warm-up. Suddenly everyone went completely silent.
Awestruck by my powers.

“Sarah didn’t so much as blink. She pulled this little
hatchet out of her belt, walked to the line, and chucked it.
She didn’t just hit bull’'s-eye, she split the board in half. She
told me, ‘You never said | had to throw a dart.” Well, that
was how | became Tosser John. On account of how well |
could toss a dart.

“And | suppose that’'s where it started—the feeling like we
belonged together.

“At the time camp officially got going, Allie and her
mother were hardly speaking. Allie, who was all of fourteen,
had been dropped by her third therapist after throwing a
paperweight at his balls. She had wrecked her mother’s car
after taking some boys for a spin in it. Older boys. | couldn’t
tell you how much of her behavior was a result of being
kidnapped by a parent when she was in third grade, but
certainly her anger went well beyond the ordinary teenage
stuff. She hated her mother for exerting any control over her
at all, and was furious she had been forced to work as a
counselor-in-training. Those first few days were ugly. Allie
would wander away from the kids to do things with her cell
phone. If she didn’'t like what they were serving in the
cafeteria, she’'d walk out of camp and hitch a ride into town
to meet up with friends. And so on.

“Sarah decided Allie was going to join her on an
overnight backpacking trip to the Jade Well—a pool of icy
water beneath an eighteen-foot cliff. Perhaps she had
decided to strangle her and figured it would be easiest to
hide the body out in the deep dark woods. They needed a
third grown-up and drafted me. Off we went with twelve
little kids on a ten-mile hike, walking in a cloud of
mosquitoes. All | can say is thank God the children were
deaf. Allie and Sarah cursed each other the whole way.
When Allie glanced at her phone once, Sarah confiscated it.
Allie would let branches snap back into her mother’s face.



The kids knew something was wrong and were getting more
and more rattled.

“By the time we reached the Jade Well, the two of them
were screaming at each other. Everyone was sunburnt and
chewed to pieces. Sarah was furious at Allie for forgetting
the bug spray back at the bus, and Allie was angry at Sarah
for blaming the mistake on her, and | was ready to quit.
They were standing near the edge of the cliff and | just
couldn’t help myself. | took them both by the arm and
dropped them over the side, right in their boots. And do you
know what? They both came up laughing . . . laughing and
spitting water at each other.

“The two of them were after me the rest of the hike.
When they served out hot dogs they passed me a nice fresh
tampon in a roll. They opened the roof of my tent at two A.Mm.
and doused me with cold water. They spritzed me with hair
spray instead of suntan lotion. And you know what? It was
good. The hike out was as happy as the hike in had been
miserable. The kids took to protecting me from Ranger
Sarah and Muskrat-in-Training Allie. Nick especially. | think
Nick decided it was his special responsibility to protect me
from the madwomen in his family. He was my bodyguard for
the rest of the summer.

“There was one more overnight hike on the last weekend
of camp. That was the night Sarah unzipped my tent. She
only said one thing. ‘Did | play my cards right?’

“We had almost exactly a year together as a couple after
that. She wanted to swim the Great Barrier Reef. | wish we
had gone. | wish we had read books to each other. We had
one weekend of sexy-times in New York City while her father
looked after the kids. | wish we’'d had more. | wish we’d
walked more. | wish we hadn’t sat in front of the TV so
much. It was nice, we cuddled, we laughed at Stephen
Colbert and Seth Meyers, but it didn’t make much in the
way of memories. We did such ordinary, banal things.
Ordered pizza and played Trivial Pursuit with her sister and
her dad. Helped the kids with homework. We did dishes



together more than we ever made love. What kind of life is
that?”

“Real life,” Harper said.

He had not looked at her once while he recounted the
story of his courtship. Instead he stared at his own shadow,
which rose and fell in an almost tidal motion as the firelight
pulsed in the open furnace. “I spend more time thinking
about the things | wish we had done than | do thinking about
the things we did do. It was like we opened the perfect

bottle of wine and each shared a sip . . . and then a clumsy
waiter knocked the bottle to the floor before we got to have
any more.

“The first time | saw the spore was at a luncheon
presentation at the Boston Mycology Society, three months
before Seattle.” He didn’t need to explain what he meant by
Seattle. She knew he was talking about the Space Needle.
“A fellow named Hawkins who'd just returned from Russia
gave a forty-minute PowerPoint on it. | don’t know what
scared me more, the photos or Hawkins himself. His mouth
kept drying out. He drank half a pitcher of water while he
was standing behind the podium. And he spoke in such a
low voice you had to strain to hear what he was saying. We
were all just catching little bits: ‘disease vectors,’ ‘contagion
points,” ‘cellular combustion.” Meanwhile he’s flashing these
horror-movie pictures of charred corpses, all teeth and
blackened meat. | can tell you, no one went back to the
buffet for seconds, but the bar sure was busy. This guy,
Hawkins, said in closing that while there were only seventy-
six known deaths in Kamchatka as a direct result of the
spore, this had resulted in wildfires that had ended the lives
of 530 other people. There had been almost eighty million
dollars of damage to urban areas and the Russians had lost
forty-three hundred acres of the richest timberland in the
world. Hawkins said that three recent cases in Alaska
suggested the pathogen might have a mode of transmission
different than traditional viruses and that further study was
urgently required. Based on his math, a quarter million sick



in the United States would easily lead to the deaths of more
than twenty million people and would turn over six million
acres into an ashtray.”

“How much is that?”

“About the size of Massachusetts. | have to say, he
scared the hell out of us at the time, but in retrospect, he
was far too conservative. | suppose his calculations didn’t
consider a social breakdown so severe there would be no
one left to fight the fires.

“But, you know . . . by dinnertime, | had mostly quit
thinking about it. It didn’t take long to feel like just one more
of this century’s possible but unlikely apocalypses, like an
epidemic of bird flu wiping out billions or an asteroid
cracking the planet in half. You can’t do anything about it,
and it’'s happening to poor people on the other side of the
world, and the kids need help with homework, so you just
stop thinking about it.

“As much as | could stop. It was in the subject header of
every e-mail and the top thirty threads on every message
board in the mycology community. There were webinars and
conferences and a presidential committee. There was a
report to the Senate. For a while | followed along out of
academic interest. Also, you know me, Nurse Willowes, how
| do like to show off. What | learned about the spore gave
me great cachet at backyard barbecues. | don’t think it hit
me, on a human level, that this thing was ever going to
reach our backyard until Manitoba started burning and no
one could put it out. That was about a month before the first
Boston cases.

“But what good was it knowing? If it was a plague like
other plagues, you’'d hide. Head for the woods. Take the
people you love, hole up somewhere, bolt the door, and wait
for the infection to burn itself out. This, though. One person
carrying the spore could start a fire that would wipe out half
a state. Hiding in the woods would be like hiding in a match
factory. At least cities have fire departments.



“l can tell you exactly when and how | caught it. | can tell
you where we all were when we caught it, because of course
we were together. We had a little party for Carol’s thirtieth
birthday at the very beginning of May. Sarah and | had just
moved in together. We had a little pool, though it was so
cold no one wanted to go in except Sarah. It wasn’'t much of
a party, just Tom and the kids and Sarah and Carol and
myself and a gluten-free cake for the birthday girl.

“Sarah and | often had late-night debates as to whether
or not Carol had ever been laid. She had been engaged, as a
younger woman, for five years, to a very devout young man
who everyone knew was a homosexual except, apparently,
Carol. He was, | think, one of these decent, haunted young
queers who are drawn to religion because they’re hoping to
pray the gay away. Sarah told me she didn’'t believe they
had ever slept together, although they exchanged some
very passionate e-mails. Carol dropped in on her fiancé by
surprise, while the boy was doing a residency at a
theological institute in New York, and discovered him in bed
with a nineteen-year-old Cuban dance student.

“l asked Sarah once if she thought Carol herself might be
gay, and she frowned about it for a long time and finally
said she thought Carol mostly just hated the idea of sex
itself. She hated the idea of mess. Carol wanted love to be
like a bar of soap: a purifying, hygienic scrub. She also said
that Carol had full possession of their father and that was
the only man who had ever really mattered to her.

“Carol and Sarah could be quite wary of each other.
When Sarah was teenage and pregnant, Carol sent her a
scolding letter about breaking their father's heart and
promised never to speak to her again. And she did, in fact,
stop talking to her until Nick was born. Sarah made a place
for her little sister back in her life, but things were always
uneasy between them. Carol could compete for attention in
a way that was so childish it was sort of funny. If Sarah was
winning at Scrabble, Carol would put on a coughing fit, say
she had come in contact with an allergen, and make her



father drive her to the hospital. If Sarah and Tom started
talking about Victor Hugo, Carol would insist Sarah couldn’t
really appreciate his novels because she hadn’t read them
in the original French. Sarah just laughed that sort of thing
off. | think she felt too sorry for Carol to compete with her
and went out of her way to do nice things for her. Like the
birthday party.

“l was just building up the energy to go inside and get
another beer when there was a big thud—Ilike something
heavy falling off a truck a long way off, something so heavy
it made the water shudder in the pool. Everyone glanced
around—even Nick, who felt the vibration through his feet.

“Sarah stood in the shallow end, looking goose-bumpy
and blue in the lips and very pretty, listening to hear if there
was going to be something more. Nick saw it first—a black,
oily tower of smoke, coming from the end of the block.
There was another thud and another and then several close
together, loud enough to shake the windows and make the
silverware jump.

“Sirens wailed. Sarah said she thought it was the CVS
drugstore on the corner and asked if | would look down the
street and see.

“A lot of the neighbors had come out onto the sidewalks
and were standing under the trees. The breeze turned and
blew the smoke down the street. Oh, it stank. Like roasting
tires and foul eggs.

“I made my way down the block until I could see the CVS.
One side was a roiling wall of red flame. A woman wept on
the curb, using her T-shirt to mop up her tears. | had a
hanky, so | handed it to her and asked if she was all right.
She said she had never seen anyone die before. She told me
a guy on a motorcycle had slid into the wire cabinet outside
the drugstore, the one full of propane cans. They went off
like a string of the world’s largest firecrackers. Someone
said it was a hell of an accident, and she said it wasn't just
an accident. She said the guy was on fire even before he hit
the propane tanks. She said it was like Ghost Rider. She said



his helmet visor was up and there was a burning skull in
there—flame and grinning teeth.

“I went back home, meaning to tell them all to go inside.
Not for any clear reason. Just some . .. vague apprehension.
They were right where | left them, staring up at the smoke.
They were standing there together in the snow. It had begun
to snow, you see. Big goosefeather flakes of ash. Falling in
everyone’s hair. Falling in the birthday cake.

“A couple weeks later, Nick woke Sarah and me up to
show us the stripe across his wrist. He didn’t even ask what
it was. He already knew. | found my first mark later that
afternoon. Within four days we were all scrawled with
Dragonscale . . . all of us except Sarah.”
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“All except Sarah?” Harper asked.

“Story for another night, | think.”

“You must miss her very much.”

His voice had tailed off and he stared across the room,
into the open furnace, with blank, tranced eyes. He roused
himself slowly, looked around, and smiled. “She’s still with
me."”

Harper’s pulse whumped in her throat. “What?”

“l talk to her almost every day.” He narrowed his eyes to
slits, peering intently into the flickering gloom, as if
picturing her somewhere over there on the other side of the
shed. “l can always imagine just what she’'d say to take the
piss out of me. When | ask myself a question, it's her voice
that answers. We are taught to think of personality as a
singular, private possession. All the ideas and beliefs and
attitudes that make you you—we are raised to believe them
a set of files stored in the lockbox of the brain. Most people
have no idea how much of themselves they store off-site.
Your personality is not just a matter of what you know about
yourself, but what others know about you. You are one
person with your mother, and another with your lover, and
yet another with your child. Those other people create you—
finish you—as much as you create you. When you're gone,
the ones you've left behind get to keep the same part of you
they always had.”

She pursed her lips, exhaled a whistling breath. He was
talking about memories, not ghosts.

His gaze drifted back to the open hatch in the side of the
furnace, and she thought, Ask him about what you saw—ask
him about the face. Some instinct for caution prevented her.
She thought if she pressed him now, he would play dumb,



pretend he didn’'t know what she was talking about. And
there were, after all, other, more important matters to press
him on.

“You hardly touched your coffee,” she said. “It’'s gone
cold.”

“That is easily remedied,” he said, and lifted his tin mug
in his left hand.

The gold hieroglyphics marking his Dragonscale
brightened and flashed. His hand became a chalice of flame.
He rotated the mug slowly in his fingers and the brew within
began to steam.

“I wish there was a way to treat you for being such a
shameless attention hog,” she said.

“What, you think I'm showing off? This is nothing.
Yesterday, stuck in my bed, dying as much from boredom as
from my staved-in chest, | taught myself to fart smoke rings
in three different colors. Now that was impressive.”

“I'm glad someone is having fun with the end of the
world.”

“What makes you think the world is ending?” He sounded
genuinely surprised.

“Sure looks like the end of the world to me. Fifteen
million people are infected. Maine is like Mordor now—a belt
of ash and poison a hundred miles wide. Southern California
is even worse. Last | heard, SoCal was on fire from
Escondido to Santa Maria.”

“Shit. | knew | shouldn’t have put off going to Universal
Studios.”

“What part of the end of the world is funny to you?”

“All of it. Especially the arrogant notion that the world will
end just because humans might not make it through this
century. We were never properly grateful for making it
through the last century, as far as I'm concerned. Humanity
is worse than flies. If even one dried nugget of offal survives
the flames, we’'ll be swarming all over it. Fighting about who
owns it and selling the most fragrant chunks to the wealthy
and the gullible. You're afraid it's the End Times because



we’'re surrounded by death and ruin. Nurse Willowes, don’t
you know? Death and ruin is man’s preferred ecosystem.
Did you ever read about the bacterium that thrives in
volcanoes, right on the edge of boiling rock? That's us.
Humanity is a germ that thrives on the very edge of
catastrophe.”

“Who do you make these speeches to when I'm not
around?”

He barked with laughter, then hunched over and
grimaced. “The idea of dying while laughing is more
romantic in concept than reality.”

She turned to face him, and crossed her legs like one
preparing to meditate. “Teach me to do what you can do.”

“What? No. | can’t. It's no good asking me how | do it. |
don’t understand it myself. | can’t teach you because there’s
nothing to teach.”

“God, you're a terrible liar.”

He put his bowl of oatmeal on the floor. “That was
dreadful. Like eating paste. | would’ve been better scraping
bugs off the bottom of rocks. What do you have in that bag
of yours for painkillers? | need something powerful to knock
me out. | haven’t slept longer than ten minutes at a time in
the last three days.”

She rose and dug through the cloth shopping bag on the
floor. She returned with two slippery plastic pouches of
Advil. “All | can spare for you. Wait at least six hours before
you take the second—"

“What in the name of the holy pussydrill is this?” he
cried. “Advil? Just Advil? You're not a nurse. You're a third-
world torturer.”

“I'm desperate is what | am, Mr. Rookwood. See that little
grocery bag? There’s a first aid kit in there. It contains over
half of all the medical supplies | have to look after a hundred
and fifty people, including an elderly coma patient with a
quarter-inch hole in his skull.”

He gave her a haggard, exhausted look. “You need
provisions.”



“You have no idea. Plaster. Morphine. Antibiotics. A
shitload of second-skin burn pads. Antihistamines. Heart-
start paddles. Norma Heald has rheumatoid arthritis and on
a cold morning can hardly open her hands. She needs
Plaquenil. Michael is diabetic and ten days from running out
of insulin. Nelson Heinrich has high blood pressure and—"

“Yes, yes, all right. | get the idea. Someone needs to rob
a drugstore.”

“Someone needs to rob an ambulance.”

“Yes, | suppose that would do, wouldn’t it?” He gingerly
touched his side. “I'll need four or five days before I'm
ready. No, better make it a week. I'm too sore and tired to
do what needs doing right now.”

“You won’t be ready to go anywhere for two to four
weeks. | doubt you could walk as far as the chapel, in your
current state.”

“Oh, I'm not going. I'll send my Phoenix. Now listen.
There’s a house—"

“What does that mean, send a phoenix?” As she spoke,
Harper remembered the Marlboro Man’s pal Marty, half
babbling: This giant fuckin’ bird of flame, thirty feet from
wing tip to wing tip, dive-bombed ‘em. It dived so close the
sandbags caught fire!

“Oh, another of my little goofs. A bit of fireworks to
impress the natives and fortunately something | can
manage from long range. You and a few reliable hands will
want to find a side street well away from camp. Verdun
Avenue would be fine, that’s across from the graveyard, and
| happen to know number ten is empty. Park in the driveway
there and—"

“How do you know number ten is empty?”

“Sarah and | used to live there. One week from tonight, |
want you to call 911. Use a cell phone, I think Ben held on to
a collection of them. Tell emergency services your dear old
dad is having a heart attack. When they ask, promise them
you don’t have Dragonscale. Tell them you need an
ambulance and wait.”



“They won’t send an ambulance without a police escort.”

“Yes, but don’t worry about that. That's what the Phoenix
is for—my little light show. When they pull up out front, I'll
see that everyone is chased away and you can scarper with
all the supplies you need. | wish you could simply drive off
with the ambulance, but—"

“It’ll have LoJack. Or some other way to trace it.”

“That’s right.”

“I don’t want anyone hurt. The people in the ambulance
are risking their lives to take care of others.”

“No one will be hurt. I'll scare the pants off them, but
that's all.”

“l hate asking you for help. You always do this. You make
things mysterious that don’t have to be mysterious,
because you like to keep everyone wondering about you. It's
a cheap high.”

“Don’t deny me my little pleasures. You're going to get
everything you want. There’s no reason | can’t have a little
of what | want, too.”

“I'm not getting everything. If | could do what you can
do, | wouldn’t need to beg for your help. Please—John. Can’t
you at least try to teach me?”

His gaze shifted past her to the furnace and back. “Might
as well ask a fish to teach you how to breathe underwater.
Now go away. My sides hurt and | need to get some sleep.
Don’t come back without cigarettes.”

“Did you try and teach her? Sarah?”

He seemed to shrink from her. For an instant, there was
so much shock and hurt in his eyes it was as if she had
slugged him in the ribs. “No. Not me.” Which was, she
thought later, an odd sort of denial. He stretched out,
turning onto his good side, so she was looking at the bony
curve of his back. “Don’t you have other people to look
after? Give someone else the soothing balm of your bedside
manner, Nurse Willowes. I've had all | can take.”

She rose and put her shoes on. Zipped herself into her
parka. Collected her bag. She stopped with her hand on the



latch.

“l spent three hours hiding in a cupboard today, with my
ex not a dozen feet from me. | had three hours to listen to
him talk about the things he’s done to the sick. Him and his
new friends. Three hours to listen to him talk about things
he'd do to me if he had half a chance. From their point of
view, we’re the bad guys in this story. If he sees me again
he’ll kill me. If he had the opportunity, he’'d kill everyone in
camp. And after he did it, he'd feel he had done a good
day’s work. In his mind he’s that guy in the cowboy hat from
The Walking Dead, wiping out the zombies.”

To this, the Fireman said nothing.

She continued, “You saved me once. | will owe you for
that the rest of my life, however long that happens to be.
But if | die in the next couple of months, and you could’ve
taught me how to be like you—how to protect myself? It'll
be just the same as if you hid in the woods that night and let
Jakob kill me.”

Bedsprings creaked uneasily.

“I'm going to live to have this baby. If God can help me
make it through the next three months, I'll pray. If Carol
Storey can keep me alive, I'll sing ‘Kumbaya’ with her till my
throat is hoarse. And if you can teach me something useful,
Mr. Rookwood, | will even put up with your superior attitude
and lack of manners and half-baked philosophy lectures. But
don’t imagine for a minute I'm going to drop it. You've got
some keep-alive medicine. | want it.” She opened the door.
The wind wailed in a tone that was at once both terrifying
and melodic. “One other thing. | didn’t say | don’t have any
cigarettes. | said | don’t have any cigarettes for you. And |
won’t . . . until you put your teacher hat on and give me my
first class in surviving spontaneous combustion. Until that
day, my Gauloises will stay in my shopping bag.”

As she shut the door, he began to yell. Harper learned a
few new obscenities on her way back to the boat. Cunt-swill
was a good one. She would have to save that one for a
special occasion.
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Harper didn’t know anyone was waiting for her on the dock
until the boat bumped up against it and someone reached
down to take the bow.

“Help you out there, Nurse?” Jamie Close offered a hand.

It was as if the darkness itself were speaking. Harper
could hardly make out Jamie’s squat, chunky figure against
the black swaying pines and the black turmoil of black
clouds in a black sky. Someone else was with her, cleating
the front of the boat. Allie. Harper knew her by her lithe,
boyish frame and quick grace.

Harper took Jamie’s hand, then hesitated. The cloth sack
of supplies was pushed in under the bench on which she sat,
a canvas shopping tote containing the rum, cigarettes,
instant coffee, and tea, among other things. What was hers
belonged to all, according to the old rules of camp—but she
was writing her own rules now. If liquor and smokes could
buy the Fireman’s secrets, then camp would have to do
without.

Harper reached under the seat and plucked the first aid
kit from the top of the sack. She rose, leaving the rest
behind.

She looked past Jamie, trying to catch Allie’s eye, but the
girl had already stood up from the cleat and turned her
back. She was trembling—from rage, Harper thought, not
the cold. She had her rifle over her shoulder. So did Jamie.

“I'm sorry | didn’t get back sooner, Allie. | understand if
you're mad at me. If you're in any kind of trouble at all, I'll
talk to Ben or Carol or whoever, and make them understand
you bear no responsibility. But | don’t see why you should be
in trouble. | said | was going to check on the Fireman and
come back and that’'s what | did. More or less.”



“You left out the part about goin’ home first, though,
din’cha, Nurse?” Jamie said.

So they knew she had taken a detour on her way to the
Fireman’s island. She had kept to the trees as she headed
out of camp, but had looked back once and wondered if
Michael, up in the church tower, was peering down at her.
The eye in the steeple sees all the people.

“The infirmary was short on some critical supplies.
Fortunately | knew | could get what | needed from my own
basement.”

The two fell in on either side of her. Harper was reminded
of a police escort walking a prisoner into court.

Jamie said, “That was all kinds of fortunate. You know
what else was fortunate? You weren’t clubbed to death with
pool sticks. We was fortunate, too. We was fortunate they
didn’t follow your tracks, into the woods and all the way
back to camp. Oh, yeah. We seen 'em. The Cremation Crew
that turned up right after you went in. We both had our rifles
but Allie told me I'd have to be the one to shoot you. She
couldn’t bear the thought of doing it herself. We hid in the
woods watchin’ till we lost the daylight. Then there wasn’t
no point.”

Harper and her escorts came out of the firs and up
alongside the soccer pitch, a snowy basket filled with
moonglow. Harper couldn’t tell if the thudding pain in her
abdomen was a cramp of tension or the baby driving a heel
into her.

“Allie,” Harper said, “I'm sorry | scared you. | shouldn’t
have put you through any of that. But you have to
understand, | can’t bear the thought of sending a kid into
danger when it's something | can do myself. And you're a
kid. All of you Lookouts are kids.”

“See, but you did put us in danger. You put the whole
camp in danger,” Jamie told her.

“l was careful. They wouldn’t have found my tracks.”

“They didn’'t need to find any tracks. They only needed to
find you. Maybe you think you wouldn’ta said nothing, but



it's funny how a pool cue up the snatch will loosen
someone’s lips. You shouldn'ta gone. You knew you
shouldn’ta gone. And what tore Allie up the worst was
knowing she shouldn’ta let you. We made promises to keep
people safe. To keep well-meaning dipshits like yourself in
camp, under watch. All the Lookouts promised Mother Carol

“Mother WHO? She’'s no one’s mother, Jamie.” Harper
thought Mother Carol and the Lookouts sounded like a band
that might’ve been playing Lilith Fair in 1996.

“We promised her and we promised each other and we
blew it. Carol was sick to death when she heard you were
gone. Like she hasn’t been through enough already.”

“Fine. You've said what you had to say. Tell Carol you
delivered her message, and next time if | feel like a breath
of fresh air, I'll be sure to try and drop her a note. And Allie,
you can quit the silent treatment. I'm a little too old to be
impressed by that one. Got something to say? Do me a
favor and spit it out.”

Allie turned her head and glared at Harper with wet,
accusing eyes. Jamie snorted.

“What?” Harper asked.

“You think you’re in trouble. Ain’t nothing compared to
the hill of shit Allie is under for lettin’ you go. Allie is doin’
penance for it now. She asked for a chance to make amends
and Mama Storey gave it to her.”

“How? Did she take a vow of silence?”

“Not exactly. You remember what Father Storey used to
do? That thing about suckin’ on a stone when he needed to
think?”

Snow squealed underfoot as they climbed the hill. Harper
needed to the count of three to figure it out. It had been a
long night.

“You have to be shitting me.”

“l shit thee not. Allie is carrying a stone in her mouth to
think over her mistakes and refocus on her obligations. The
last time we let down our guard, someone took a stone and



used it to crush Father Storey’s head in. We all carry rocks
now, to remember.” Jamie removed one hand from her
pocket and showed Harper a stone as big as a golf ball.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake. So how long are you going to walk
around sucking on that thing, Allie?” Harper asked her, as if
there were any hope of an answer.

Allie looked like she wanted to spit the rock into Harper’s
face.

“That all depends on you, see?” Jamie asked. “Now, you
weren’t at the meeting when we agreed there needed to be
consequences for people who think they’re above the rules.
No one is too pissed at you. Mikey saw you row out to the
Fireman'’s island, so we’'ve known you were safe for a while.
Ben and Mother Storey had a talk and agreed it wouldn’t be
fair to make a big deal out of you leaving safe territory. At
the same time, Carol was worried the rest of the camp
would get ugly if you were held to looser standards’n
everyone else. So they come to a decision and Allie agreed.
Allie only has to carry the stone in her mouth until you take
it from her. And you only have to carry it in your mouth for

n

“Jamie, | appreciate you being so direct with me. But you
need to know, no matter what you think you all decided,
that | am not ever going to suck on a stone in some
medieval act of penance. If you think | will, then Allie isn’t
the only one with rocks in her head.”

They emerged at the southeastern corner of the chapel,
near the steps down into the women’'s dorm in the
basement. Three Lookouts sat on logs, singing a rustic and
curiously brutal hymn, “They Hung Him on a Cross.” Their
eyes were bright as brass coins, and the Dragonscale on
their exposed hands was lit like burning lace, bathing the
snow in crimson light. Their breath unspooled from their lips
in threads of red steam. All of them were starved-looking,
bones showing in their faces. Thin hands, thin necks, sunken
temples, concentration-camp  haircuts. A  random,



disassociated notion occurred to Harper: When your
stomach is empty, so is your head.

“Well, | hope you change your mind, Nurse. 'Cause Allie’s
contrition doesn’t end until yours begins.”

“Allie,” Harper said, “l take responsibility for my fuckup.
Full responsibility. Which means if you want to play martyr,
that’'s up to you. I'm not making you do it.” She cast a
sidelong look at Jamie, and added, “And no one is making
me do it, either. It's degrading and infantile. If someone
wants me to peel potatoes or scrub pans, I'm not afraid to
get my hands dirty. But I’'m going to pass on this particular
grotesque act of self-abasement, thank you.”

“Allie is ready to do what it takes to make things right.
People look up to you, Nurse—sure would be nice if you'd do
the same. Allie is glad to serve as an example, for however
long it takes.”

“Or until dinner.”

“Nope. Wrong on that. If you won’t take the stone from
her and carry it yourself, it stays in, breakfast, lunch, and
dinner . . . although you might recall we Lookouts gave up
our lunch a while back, so the likes of you could eat. | guess
Allie’ll have to take it out and put it under her pillow when
she sleeps, but that's it.”

“I don't know which of you is worse. Her with her
mouthful of stone, or you with your mouthful of nonsense.”
Harper stopped walking, turned her back on Jamie Close,
and spoke to Allie with her hands.

“Stop this,” she said, in the language of silence that Nick
had taught her.

Allie met Harper’'