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




Inspiration:

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

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

Ray Bradbury, from whom I 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) I 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.




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

– ‘Jungleland,’ Bruce Springsteen

Though I 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




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. ‘I think I’ve got one more Twix bar in the candy box and I could really use one.’

‘Do I get candy?’ Raymond asked in a congested voice.

‘You get something better than candy. I 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. I 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. I 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. ‘I 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.
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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, I 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? I 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? I have to go. I 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 I 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 I felt like doing all three at the same time.’

‘But you didn’t.’

‘No. I 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. I don’t know what’s in the fridge. I 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 I mean. I 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 I had it I’d rather die than give it to you. Than put you at risk. I think it would actually be easier to end my own life, knowing I was doing it to keep other people safe. I 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 is this?’




MAY–JUNE
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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.
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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. I don’t see why I 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 I take this halligan and begin smashing things. I will start with a window and work my way up to a computer. Get a doctor, or let me by, but do not imagine I 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 glad 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 I 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 I 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 gut, 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.’

‘I 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 – like 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 I 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 I can carry on my conversation with this lot?’

‘I 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. I 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.’

‘I can’t make that diagnosis at all,’ Harper said. ‘But I’m just – I’m sure. I used to be a school nurse and I 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 in the building, with his mother, when it fell?’

‘Yes. That is exactly what I 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?’

‘I can’t say I keep track of when the kids go poo. I reckon I 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 Andrewsisms 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, I would’ve been one myself.’ The Fireman crouched down next to the boy, but paused to offer Harper another smile. ‘You’re good. I 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?’

‘I told you already – he’s not my son,’ the Fireman said. ‘I auditioned for the part, but the play was canceled.’

‘You aren’t family, then,’ Nurse Lean said.

‘No.’

‘That means I 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. I 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.

‘I 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. I take that very seriously. The next time you need someone to put out a fire, I 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. I 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, I 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 P.M., 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.

I won’t do anyone any good if I 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. I bet this is the most sexy pathogen ever. I 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. ‘I let him scamper before I 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 girl 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 guards – 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 let 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. I 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
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