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To anyone


Who is questioning their sanity


Or missing their wings











Phoenixes rise from the ashes


That involves burning things first
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Day 0




Infected. 

Sickness isn’t out of the ordinary in the Glade. Fire fever creeps out of the Fire Forest every summer, the invisible spores slipping into the air, inhaled into lungs. It’s a nasty sickness, but not deadly. Not usually. It turns your eyes black, drives you mad, makes you see things that aren’t really there, but it doesn’t kill you. Most of the time.

But it’s not summer anymore. It’s fall. The flowers are wilted and drooping on their hollow stems, swollen centers tipping toward the ground. The grass is drying and smoke is starting to flutter out of chimneys as dragons light fires to warm their houses.

The latch of the door creaks beneath my claws as I slip it open, balancing a pile of wet sheets between my wings. Water slips down my deep brownish green scales, seeps into the floorboards as I try to open the door. Grass crunches beneath me as I skirt the house to the wooden racks set up next to the garden. Logs lean haphazardly against each other, notches hardly keeping them upright in their positions. I start spreading the sheets over the racks, trying to dry them out before nightfall, when darkness will creep beneath the door and through the windows, spreading its fingers across the wooden floor and chilling everything.

I peer up at the trees as I adjust the last sheet. Towering pines peer stoically past me, soaring higher than any dragon could ever fly. They blot out the sun early in the evenings, hide it in the mornings, trap the Glade on all sides. Branches and vines seem to block entry and bar exit. Nothing gets in. Nothing comes out. That’s how life in the Glade works. We mind our business. We go about our daily lives. We try to combat the fire fever. And we never, ever, go into the Fire Forest.

Green needles with what might be blue undertones quiver in the breeze, shaking slightly as I turn my gaze down the gentle slope toward town. Houses are closer together, more packed in around shops and tamped down paths. Out here, on the outskirts, my dad’s house is one of the closest to the Fire Forest. One of the first to shutter up the windows and doors when the days grow long, because more sunlight means the fever is coming. The fever itself isn’t something to be scared of. A week of terror, and life gets back to normal. The effects after are the worst. It’s only happened to a few dragons, my mother one of them.

The fever goes away. The hallucinations do not. She saw things. Dragons, hiding in the corners, following her to town, peering through the tangles of the Fire Forest. And through all of it, the rattle in her chest, the fluid in her lungs that she couldn’t seem to cough out.

One week of torture and terror. One month of a slow downfall, a slow motion drowning in her own lungs. I feel stuck, like I should miss a dragon I hardly knew, but also like I do miss a dragon I knew for my whole life until she died. Now it’s just my dad and me. My brother moved out a year ago, into town with his girlfriend.

A rustle makes my claws stop their nervous fidgeting with the edge of a sheet that won’t stay straight on the drying rack. I glance into the house through the window, but my dad is in town. Nobody’s around.

The rustle again, more fervent and louder, coming from behind me. Coming from the Fire Forest.

I whirl around, brown claws raised and ready, green scales glittering with water in the sunlight.

Out of all my nightmares, I never thought this one would be the one to come true. I’d think I’m hallucinating but I feel the water on my claws, the grass beneath my feet, the flutter of my wings against my back and sides.

A dragon disentangles himself from the vines and branches, flinging himself into the Glade from the Fire Forest. Vines slither after him, clinging to his ankles and horns. He shouts something, scrambling frantically to get the plants off him. His scales are brown like the trees, dirt, the wood of the drying racks beneath the wet sheets.

But at the edges, the bottoms, his scales are black. Black and fraying. His left eye is glazed over, nearly white but with a pale lavender sheen, glassy and unseeing. His right eye, crazed, wild, frantic, and searching glazes right over me as he thumps to the ground on the grass. His brown scales weakly reflect the sunlight, the black soaking it up instead. As he lands on the ground, a smattering of dust like pollen falls from him. Dust like ashes and snow, somewhere between grey and white, thin and fine.

The strange dragon’s left wing drags uselessly behind him as he weakly crawls to his feet and stumbles a step toward me. My breath catches in my throat. One of his forelegs is black, completely black. Dust falls with every step he takes. It’s like he’s snowing. A leaf is pressing through the scales on his useless left wing, and his veins press against the inside of his scales, bulging and purple.

I don’t move, terrified that he’s seen me, trying to convince myself I must’ve caught fire fever, out of season and without anyone noticing. This is just a hallucination. The fire fever causes hallucinations, not fraying scales and leaves and glazed eyes.

“Help me.” His voice is deep, creaking like the latch on the door to the house. Too old for a dragon his age. If it weren’t for the wing and glazed eye, I’d guess he’s twenty-five or so, less than ten years older than me. But the only dragons I’ve seen with an eye like that are the old ones, whose eyes turn glassy and unseeing after too many decades spent in the blinding sun. There’s not enough light in the Fire Forest for a dragon this young to have a glassy eye like that.

The dragon’s wing brushes against the grass with an excruciating sound as he stumbles closer, right eye darting around. Ashy snow falls from him with every movement, leaving a pale grey trail in the grass as he slowly approaches, unsteady and crazed. “Please,” he rasps. “It found me. Help me.”

He’s nearly to me now, but he doesn’t see me. Terrified, I can’t move. He hasn’t seen me. His eye hasn’t landed on me.

A blackened claw reaches for me, a small snowstorm of ashen dust falling from it as his claw draws near me. A feathery purple leaf is worming through the scales on his forearm, reaching for the sun like his claw reaches for me.

I take to the air, wings pounding the ground. The tips scrape painfully on the grass, but I thrust up with my legs, pull with my wings, and I’m in the air, above his head and out of his reach. His useless wing flutters pitifully as his other one pounds once all while he stares up at me with his single eye. The white haze is creeping up from one of the corners.

Some of his dust has gotten on my talon, and I blow on it, trying frantically to get the ashen flecks off my scales. It’s so light I can hardly feel it, and the white dots just look like freckles against my green scales, but you don’t mess with things from the Fire Forest. I don’t know much, but I know that for sure.

“Please!” he shouts. “It’s got me. Please. Help me. It burns. It burns.” He twitches his head. Dust falls. I pound my wings to stay in the air, my shoulders aching with the sudden effort. The purple leaf pokes through the blackened scales on the dragon’s left foreleg, stretching out in the sunlight.

Fire Forest have mercy. I’m not hallucinating. He’s real. This dragon, with his fraying scales and paralyzed wing and blind eye, is as real as I am. He crawled out of the forest.

Verdant, my dad, has come up the hill. He freezes when he sees the scene, me hovering in the air, the strange brown dragon staring up at me from the ground.

“Spark!” Verdant shouts, taking to the air and pounding his wings as he flies over the top of the rise. “Spark!”

I don’t answer, just look down at the dragon who crawled out of the Fire Forest. “What is that?” The words die in my mouth and come out as a harsh whisper, hardly audible. I stare at the leaf, fluttering in the slight breeze.

Verdant finally looks at the dragon, really looks at him. And his eyes widen when he sees the brown scales, hiding beneath the fraying black.

“Bermuda?” my dad asks, squinting his pine eyes at the dragon. The fraying dragon doesn’t look up, doesn’t seem to recognize the name, his own name. My dad turns to me, dark green scales reaching for my brownish green ones as he grabs my hand. “Get the healers,” he says urgently.

“You know him?” I stare dubiously at the blackening scales.

“He was part of the scout that went out years ago to find a cure for fire fever. Get the healers.” Verdant swoops to the ground and lands next to the dragon I don’t recognize as Bermuda, supporting the other dragon’s weight with his own. I didn’t know we sent dragons into the Fire Forest. I didn’t know Bermuda. And I didn’t know we were looking for the plant that causes fire fever.

The only thing I do know is that whatever happened to Bermuda…looks a lot worse than fire fever. And what comes from the Fire Forest?

Is best left in the Fire Forest.

I flap down the hill to town, haphazardly landing next to the well and nearly shattering my lower jaw. I’m not very good at flying, but I can glide well. Landing is my weakness. But it’s not like I need flying skills. The Glade is pressed in on all edges by the Fire Forest. Flying only gets me places a little bit faster than walking, and I’m perfectly content to be on the ground.

“Doctor! Healer!” I’m shouting, scrabbling to an upright position and settling my wings against my back. For a terrifying moment, I think I see a cascade of dust fall from the tips, but then I realize it’s just dirt from my hard landing, fluttering free from my scales. That’s not enough to make my heart stop racing, because ignoring Bermuda doesn’t make him go away.

My best friend, Fern, is on the ground next to the well, using a charcoal pencil to draw the apothecary shop that’s the first thing in her line of sight. She looks up at the sound of my voice, her scales glinting in the sunlight as her turquoise eyes find me. “Spark?” she asks cautiously. “Is everything okay?”

“Bermuda.” I double over, bending my knees and elbows as my heartbeat catches up to me and I have to pause to breathe. Flying winds me. “A dragon named Bermuda came out of the Fire Forest.”

A doctor and one of the medics come storming around the corner, attracted to my call for them. “I swear I heard someone say ‘medic,’” my brother’s girlfriend, Shale, muses to the doctor.

“Yes,” I gasp. I press a talon to my throat, trying to steady my breathing. Maybe it’s not the flying that’s making me have this much trouble. Maybe it’s Bermuda, and the flashbacks of my mom. Because she saw Bermuda, when he wasn’t there. She saw dragons crawling out of the Fire Forest, frantically tried to get away because she said they were disintegrating. It’s eating them, she’d gasp, crawling away from the windows and throwing her wings over her head.

It’s eating him. Bermuda. Whatever it is, it’s eating him. It found me, he rasped.

“Bermuda?” Fern finally repeats, squinting her eyes at me and spinning her pencil in her claws. Charcoal dust flecks her paper, black against white.

Shale’s eyes widen. “Bermuda? One of the scouts from the party that went into the Fire Forest years ago?” Her words make my head spin. Even she knew. My brother’s girlfriend knew, which means he knew, but I didn’t.

“He’s back. He needs help. Up by my house.” The words don’t come easily. But they come out. Shale taps the doctor’s forearm, and they both take to the air, wingbeats pounding Fern and me with a powerful wind as they flap toward my house, my dad, and Bermuda.

“You look like you saw a ghost,” Fern observes. The crease between her eyes deepens. “You said he came out of the Fire Forest. Are you okay?”

She’s worried I’m like my mother. I’ve never had fire fever, and she thinks I’m hallucinating a dragon I didn’t know existed. I glance worriedly at the rest of the town, sprawling past the well, then back up the hill, toward my house. “Come with me,” I beg Fern instead of answering her question. “Please.”

Fern doesn’t say anything, but I hear her talonsteps behind me as I head back toward my house. She catches up, falling into step beside me. Her golden-brown horns flash in the sunlight as she tips her head at me. I watch the movement of her legs, the fade of her scales from pale green by her head to forest green at her tail, as she walks. “Spark! Tell me what’s happening!”

“I wasn’t hallucinating,” I say, shaking my head. I pick up my pace a little bit more, my talonsteps quickening against the trampled path, brushing the long grass that tips over onto it. “It really was Bermuda, I think. He came out of the Fire Forest.”

We’re almost to the top of the hill now, where the rolling grassy landscape will flatten out and we can clearly see my house. Fern will see Bermuda, my dad, Shale, and the doctor.

“It’s really disturbing,” I warn, stepping into Fern’s path to stop her before she sees too much and regrets it. “Something happened. This isn’t like the fire fever. This is much, much worse.”

“Spark…what is happening?” Fern asks me softly, brushing past me. “Why are you acting so weird?” She rises over the crest of the hill, falters for a moment, then freezes. “Wait, is that…is that Bermuda?”

I catch up to Fern. Verdant and Shale are trying to balance Bermuda’s weight between them, and the doctor is fluttering around nervously, trying to figure out what’s wrong with Bermuda and why he’s quite literally falling apart.

“Get him back in the Fire Forest,” Fern says with a quick breath. “Don’t let him in the town. Shove him back in, turn around, and walk away.” She’s voicing my solution. Get him out of here. Nobody knows what’s wrong with him. If he’s sick or if it’s a noncontagious disease.

A waterfall of snowy dust tumbles to the ground, leaving a small path after Bermuda as my dad and Shale half carry, half drag him toward the path, toward town. The doctor flies over Fern and me, headed for the medical center.

“What comes from the Fire Forest, stays in the Fire Forest,” Fern mutters through her teeth. “Spark, talk some sense into your dad and Shale. I don’t like this.”

I look back toward my house, toward the actively fraying Bermuda, being dragged by my family. “It might be too late.” My voice is dry in my throat.

Fern turns away, obviously thinking the same thing. We’ve already made contact with him. Accepted him again. The Fire Forest won’t take him back, and if he’s contagious, we’re already contaminated.

“That looks much, much worse than fire fever,” Fern whispers, almost to herself, before she turns around and whisks away, wings brushing against mine.

“Spark!” my dad calls down the path. “Can you help Shale and I?” I pretend not to hear him, despite the stab in my chest and the hammering of my heart. I don’t want to touch Bermuda, or even be near him. I glide back into town, drawing up a bucket of water from the well and washing my talons, trying to erase every trace of the dust that got on me when Bermuda reached for me.

I look over my shoulder, and Bermuda’s unseeing, glassy eye stares back as Verdant and Shale haul him down the path, heading for the medical center. I turn away, scrubbing my scales extra hard to get off every single fleck of the snowy ashes falling from him. I can still imagine his blackening scales when I close my eyes, his one foreleg that has turned entirely black, his paralyzed wing hanging uselessly at his side.

We’ve never seen anything like this before, I tell myself. Therefore, it must not be a sickness. Just a disease. Something caused by paranoia and fear, something Bermuda brought upon himself after months spent in the forest that imprisons the Glade. It’s just a disease, like my mother’s was. A rare after effect of fire fever, which he undoubtedly contracted while he was in the Fire Forest. Instead of hallucinations and liquid in his lungs, he slowly falls apart, wearing away from his own stress and terror.

Of course that’s it. Bermuda drove himself mad in the Fire Forest after he contracted fire fever, and the aftereffects started wearing down on him. The doctor and Shale will look after him until he either heals or dies, and the rest of us will never worry about him again. His name will show up again on the list of living dragons or on a stone in the big, grassy field closest to the trees beyond Fern’s house. He’ll end up like my mother or he’ll recover.

Whatever happens, it’s nothing to worry about. Nothing contagious.

Nothing deadly for the rest of us. Nothing that will kill all of us.

I eye the trail of Bermuda’s dust warily, tracking his path past the well and around the corner, headed for the medical center. Dragons trample it without even looking down, crushing it into the dirt path.

Fern comes out of the apothecary, where her sister works, and crosses the path with a slight glance in my direction. I watch her leave, then stare down at her talonprint in the trail of dust, right in the center of it.

I scrub my talons one more time, to get off every single miniscule trace of the horrid, greyish white dust that fell from his claw as he reached for me.
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Spark: Infected? 

Fern: Infected, Day 0. Noncontagious.

Bermuda: Infected, Day 6. Contagious.

Verdant: Infected, Day 0. Noncontagious.

Kuda: Uninfected

Topher: Missing

Shale: Infected, Day 0. Noncontagious.

Foxtail: Uninfected

Sedge: Missing

…

Remaining population: Majority infected, Day 0. Noncontagious.








  
  
Day 1




Infection works its way through the scales at the site of contamination. Noncontagious. 

I jerk awake in the dark, my heart pounding dragon wings on the inside of my ribcage.

Bermuda’s claws reaching for me are replaced by the dark’s talons brushing my ears and playing with my wings, twitching them against the sheets beneath my scales. I blink, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the dark. Fern’s house comes into focus, the dirty glass window pane peering out into the street on one side of me, Fern lying on a sheet on the floor on my other side.

I don’t remember coming here or taking her bed. Maybe I fell asleep in the street and her sister brought me here.

“Fern,” I whisper softly, trying not to wake up her parents or sister.

She groans, throwing a wing over her head. The faint moonlight soaks through the membrane stretched over her face, and ghostly veins poke through light green where the moon shines. I peer out the window again, squinting until I can barely make out a streak of pink on the horizon, above the tops of the trees where the Glade ends and the Fire Forest begins.

“Spark, go back to bed,” Fern mumbles, shuffling around and rolling over on the folded sheet beneath her. She peers at me through a slitted eye. “It’s like…midnight.”

“The sun’s coming up.” I tip my head toward the window, but she closes her eye, refusing to acknowledge the brightening sky.

My talons feel dry, and that’s when I remember my fervent scrubbing last night, trying to get off every trace of the dust. I didn’t think it was all a nightmare, exactly, but my dry scales make it all a little bit more real.

I swivel my head to peer down at Fern again. Her talons are just peeking out past the edge of her wing, but I don’t see any dust on them. Maybe she washed it all off last night, just like I did.

“Why didn’t you wake me up so I could get back to my house?”

Fern finally peers up at me, concerned. “You weren’t asleep. You followed me home and asked if you could stay the night.”

I stare at her, and she stares back. Foxtail, Fern’s older sister, stirs in the bed next to the one I’m on.

“You had a long day yesterday,” Fern finally says, then buries her face under her wing again. “Wake me up in half an hour.”

“I’m going to the medical center to check on Bermuda.”

She snorts, as if I’m joking. I crawl off her bed, careful not to step on her claws as I edge around her. She looks up again, watching me go. “You’re serious?”

“You thought I was joking?” I open the door latch quietly, trying not to wake Fern’s parents.

“Of course not,” Fern huffs, leaping to her feet and shaking out her wings. “I’m coming with you.” My heart flutters, even though I knew that was coming. Fern always follows me and I always follow her, even to the stupidest, most dangerous places.

“You’re sleeping for another half hour,” I remind her.

“I’ll go to bed early, since you woke me up early.” I don’t bother arguing, just hold the door open for her as she parades into the early morning. The first fingers of sun reach through treetops, glinting off her shining scales. I peer at her claws again, but there’s no trace of the dust from yesterday. As we follow the roads toward the medical center, I still see her talonprint in the pale trail of ashen dust. I make a point to avoid it, trying my best not to touch it. Fern notices and copies me, without asking any questions. If I don’t like it, she doesn’t like it either. If she doesn’t like something, I don’t like it. That’s how we work.

That’s not how it used to be with my friend Topher. He had his own opinions, but we still worked out as friends, for a while.

Shale is hurrying past when I open the door to the medical center. Fern blinks, trying to get her eyes to adjust to the flaming light cast by the chandelier’s burning candles. Shale is holding a handful of small towels in one talon and balancing a bowl of water between her wings. She startles when she sees us, nearly dropping the towels.

“Spark! Fern. I wasn’t expecting you to be here this early. We’re a little busy, so unless it’s an emergency—”

Fern leans around Shale, peering into the patient room. Her eyes widen and she pulls back. “That happened overnight?”

Curious, I step forward, trying to see around the corner. Shale steps in front of me, blocking my view. “Go tell Kuda I won’t be home for a while,” Shale instructs, steadying the bowl of water.

I’m not the messenger for my brother and what his soulmate is up to. I crane my neck, looking over Shale’s wings.

Bermuda is lying on a bed, a thick sheet stretched in a frame and laced to the edges, hovering above the ground. His movements are stiff, almost locked, as he tries to lift his talon for the doctor to wash it. White, milky sheens cover most of both eyes. He mutters something, soft and impossible to understand, a rumbling syllable that doesn’t stop for a few heartbeats.

Shale frowns at me as I swivel my gaze back to her face. “We’re figuring things out.”

“That’s not fire fever.” There’s a note of warning in my voice. An edge of anxiety. Fire fever infects many, kills few. This could kill all of us if we can catch it.

“So it’s probably not contagious,” Shale shoots back. “Just some weird disease he picked up while scouting. We’ll fix it.” We’ll save him, she doesn’t say.

She heads past us, toward the spigot to refill the bowl with fresh water and clean the towels. Fern edges around the corner, watching Bermuda with a shifty expression. He mutters something again, one claw twitching as he tries and fails to move. He seems locked in place, in utter discontrol of his own body. His glazed eyes stare forward without really seeing anything. The bed beneath him is covered in a small layer of the dust from his flaking scales, along with the doctor’s claws, the towels strewn on the floor, and even in a bowl of water on the small table next to the bed, a white film on the surface of the liquid. The doctor is dabbing a wet towel on Bermuda’s talon, the black one that’s fraying faster than the rest. Today, the scales seem to be almost half gone. A purple leaf, feathery, with a clear membrane, pokes through his skin, quivering as the doctor breathes on it.

Purple vines trace beneath Bermuda’s scales, pressing against them from beneath, tracing where his veins should be but don’t seem to be.

“Fire Forest, we’re all doomed if Shale’s wrong,” Fern mutters, pulling away and closing her eyes.

“She can’t be.” Mild flashbacks of my mother crowd to the front of my mind. I don’t remember much. I was six when she died, but stories from Kuda and my dad filled the gaps. She stared out at the forest, whispering, It wants me. Bermuda rasped, It’s got me.

I twitch my tail, pushing my way back out into the morning and stalking up the street, toward the well. I hear Fern’s rapid talonsteps behind me but don’t slow down.

It wants me. It’s got me. It burns. Fire fever. It’s not fire fever. Whatever happened to my mother, whatever happened to Topher’s brother, whatever is happening to Bermuda, they must be connected.

I stop, and Fern bumps into me.

Unless they’re not. Maybe they’re not connected. “It” isn’t very specific. It wants me. It’s got me. They couldn’t have been talking about the same thing. It’s been eleven and a half years since my mom died.  Two dragons, eleven years apart. I’m going crazy. Maybe I really did get fire fever last summer. Maybe I really did hallucinate something. Maybe I’m overreacting, making connections that aren’t really there. Maybe I am insane.

Fern scoffs, shaking some white dust off her claws, and my heartbeat speeds up again. I’m not overreacting. Whatever Bermuda has, it’s eating him, and eating him alive. The quivering leaves of a vine dangling from the apothecary’s porch bring forth the image of the feathery purple leaf poking through Bermuda’s forearm, pressing through blackening scales and reaching upward, searching for sun it won’t find in the medical center.

“Spark!” Fern calls after me as I start off again, headed up to my house. I need to look out the window, curl up on my bed, flip through the books my mom used to read to me before I fell asleep. I need to remember whatever it was I forgot. I need to know if I’m going crazy or overreacting or being logical.

I can’t be being logical. It. One word. Nonspecific. They didn’t say “fire fever.” They didn’t say anything at all, really. Saying “it” is about unspecific as you can get.

And yet.

“Spark, what’s wrong?” Fern calls after me.

“I’ll meet you for lunch,” I call over my shoulder without looking back.

My dad is next to the house, inspecting the sheets I hung up yesterday. Verdant looks up when he hears my talonsteps against the dry grass hanging onto the dirt path. He runs the sheet through his claws again, then steps toward me. “You didn’t come home last night.”

“I stayed with Fern.”

“You could’ve come home.” His voice is shallow, almost heartbroken. I didn’t tell him what I was going to do, I just did it and decided to explain later.

“You touched him. I don’t want to get sick.” I shy a step away from my dad, even though it’s probably useless. If Bermuda’s contagious, we’re probably all sick. No one knows how fire fever spreads, but it must be by breathing. If Bermuda can spread his weird vine disease by breathing, call us a garden, because we’ll all be topiaries by morning.

“Spark, we’ll be fine.” But he doesn’t reach for me, just keeps his claws firmly on the ground beneath him. I can’t mistake the white powder I see there, wedged between his scales, which seem half a shade too dark, despite the shadow. I angle my face away from him, staring at the glare of the sun that’s finally reached over the trees.

How many times have I wished for this nightmare to be over? To wake up at six years old after my mother read me a bedtime story, to find her on her bed next to mine, to pretend I was sleeping until the sun slanted over the trees and I was forced up by my brother, who dragged me into town, where Topher and I would run off to play some irrational game and then I’d invite myself to Fern’s house for lunch.

But no matter how hard I wish, no matter how many times I whisper to the flower petals that fall from the Fire Forest, no one ever listens and I wake up in my bed, a space next to it where another used to be, seventeen years old instead of six. I have to drag myself into town to find Fern, because Topher ran away when we were twelve, and he never came back, didn’t even leave a trace.

I always wondered why he didn’t even say anything to me, even bother to leave a note. Just gone, without a trace, there the evening we ate dinner together, gone when I slept in until noon.

“You said Mom would be fine, too.” He flinches when I say it. The only true, certain thing I remember, the most vivid memory from when I was six and my mom was infected with the after fire fever. She stared out the window, silent for spells of time, not moving or eating and sometimes holding her breath. This was before she started whispering about “it.” She just stared. I just worried. And then my dad assured me that she would be fine, and maybe he believed it, maybe I did too. But it was all a lie, a fib forced through his teeth whether or not he realized it. Claiming something is not saying it. Claiming something is a lie without acknowledgement. Saying something is either a truth or a lie, clear cut, with thick, bold lines as obvious as the transition from Fire Forest to the Glade.

I trust Verdant, I really do. He’s my dad. He takes care of me, even though Kuda moved out. It’s still there, though, the little underlying wisp that I can’t really get rid of, the pine needle that slips between my scales to cut me even though getting between scales requires aim and precision. He lied to me, Verdant lied about my own mother’s life. She was not okay. She only got worse and worse and worse and then died. She went crazier and crazier and crazier. She made me crazier and crazier and she still makes me crazy, because it’s rare, to get those aftereffects, but not impossible. If I catch fire fever, am I more likely to turn out like her, spending my days staring out a window, whispering cryptic and vague comments no one will ever understand?

The similarities between Bermuda and my mother make my blood run cold. Verdant is still watching me, too tentative to step closer and scare me back to town, back to Fern. He’s just waiting for me to do something, make up my mind.

I drop my gaze again, down to my dad’s talon. The darker scales there, where the dust is pressed into the spaces between his scales, the slight shading of black where there shouldn’t be. Just like Bermuda’s claws.

Maybe I am paranoid, going crazy, seeing things that aren’t really there. But this seems perfectly logical. One point connected to another one makes a line, and a line is logical.

“He’s contagious. We’re all infected.” I’ve said the words before I can pause to get my thoughts in order and explain this logically. How has Shale not figured this out yet, or the doctor? I have to be going crazy. Fern is right to look at me the way she has been. I’m going mad. But the ties…the scales…the dust. The dust. “The dust.”

My dad’s forehead wrinkles. “Spark, what are you talking about?”

“His scales, falling apart.” I rub my talon over the place where my wing meets my shoulder, the knots of muscle and the overlapping scales moving with my wing. “That white stuff, all over the paths and streets.” I step back, making more space between Verdant and me. “Look at your talon.”

Verdant just shakes his head. “Spark, are you feeling all right? This is insane—”

“Look. At. Your talon.” My voice is so stern that he relents, peering at his right one and squinting, finding nothing. He looks back over at me, opening his mouth. I cut him off. “Other one. Look at your other talon. Closely.” He does, tilting it this way and that in the sunlight.

“What’s wrong?” he asks me gently.

“You’re turning black, just like him. You’re turning black where you touched his scales, the dust coming off them.”

My dad’s face dims in realization and shock. He’s silent for a moment, keeping the gap intact. “I need to talk to Shale,” he finally says, stepping widely around me and hurrying into town. I head into the house, throw myself onto my bed, and wrap my wings over my head, blotting out the midday sun that sinks behind the trees as my eyes close.

Someone raps softly on the front door, but I forgot to latch it, and I hear it squeak open a second later.

“Fern, I’m not feeling good. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I mumble around my elbow, burying my snout further away from the glare of light slipping through the newly opened door. Claws scrape the floor, and I hear a board creak beneath talons, but Fern doesn’t respond. The steps are too slow, too careful, too stiff to be hers. She would be shaking me awake already.

I fold my wings back, twirling around. Glazed eyes, white with lavender hints, peer at me, a cascade of dust scattering on the floor as Bermuda’s claws reach for my throat.

A scream rips out of me, instinctive and loud enough to cause the open book on the floor next to my bed to vibrate. I scramble backwards, not feeling the wood floor beneath my claws, not feeling the thud of my heart trying to keep up with my lungs.

Bermuda is slowly creeping toward me, as fast as he can with his stiff limbs, his claws still arcing toward me, trying to touch my scales, wrap around my throat, brush me with the dust from his fraying scales, infect me, infect me, infect me.

“You know what it is,” he croaks. “You can find it.”

My breath is in shallow rasps, coming out of my mouth too quickly to do me any good. Bermuda is large, easily one and a half or two times my size, blocking most of my way to the door, making it impossible to get there without touching him. If I open a window, I might be able to crawl out, but I haven’t slipped through the window since I was eight, and I might not fit, and Bermuda will catch me. But I don’t have a choice, just to try and get out or get infected, which might happen whether I try to escape or not.

Bermuda’s breaths are shallow too, his scales sunken against his cheekbones, an un bleeding gash opened up on his foreleg where a second leaf pokes out beneath the first. He’s a horrifying sight, brown bulging with black and purple, veins replaced by vines, eyes clouded white, what seems to be a living plant eating him from the inside. His fraying claws reach for me, always reach. “You can’t stop it. But you can find it. Find it.”

My claws slide off the latch, clumsy and out of my control, scrabbling against the wood holding the lower pane of glass against the windowsill. Please, please, please open.

“Please,” Bermuda whispers, his voice harsh yet soft, the dragon he may have once been slipping through the fog in his brain, the sickness eating him like it ate my mother. Always hungry, always searching, always taking more than it needs to. Then Bermuda surges toward me again, rasping, “You know what it is.”

I shove the pane upward with all my force, throwing myself through the new opening, landing hard on my side in the tall grass, stiff stalks trying to cut me between my scales. I scramble away, trying to find my footing, as Bermuda reaches his talon through the window.

My dad went to find Shale. I must’ve fallen asleep, and while Shale and the doctor were talking to my dad, Bermuda got out. There are so many dragons in town, nearly the entire population of the Glade, but he pulled himself up the hill to my house.

Bermuda is jammed as far through the window as he can get, muttering something I can’t understand, and I see the spot of dust on my tail, faintly remember that as I was throwing myself through the window, I felt his grip in the end of my tail.

I scream again, trying to convince my wings to work, to carry me over the doorway and down the hill and into town where I can scrub everything off and wait to get sick. I’m already sick. He got his dust on me yesterday. The whole town is sick. In a week, or maybe a few days, we will all be brain-dead, wandering around, jabbering nonsense, becoming overrun by whatever Bermuda brought into the Glade.

Fire fever, I could handle. This? This isn’t a nightmare. This is death on the wrong side of the barrier. I don’t know what “it” is, despite what Bermuda said.

I pause my fidgeting for a moment, letting my wings carry me, albeit painfully, over the path to town. It. My mom, Bermuda…were they both talking about what Bermuda has, the sickness? What is “it?”

My claws thump dirt, and my chin clacks sharply against the ground. I don’t wait to steady myself, just draw up a bucket of water and feverishly dump it on my tail, scrubbing so hard with my claws that my scales shine like dull emeralds, flashing a brownish green hue into the afternoon sun.

“Spark!” My brother is running toward me, his wings folded tightly against his back. He stops himself too late, running into me, his talons steadying my shoulders before either of us go down. “Was that you I heard screaming?”

I can’t find my voice to respond, just resume scrubbing the dust out of my tail, trying to get every fleck out of beneath my scales.

“Spark, what’s wrong?” Kuda repeats, shaking my shoulders a little.

“He’s coming for me,” I manage to choke out.

“He? Who?” Kuda doesn’t sound concerned, just confused. He turns around, looking for Shale, but she’s nowhere to be seen, still ignorant to the status of her singular patient. She’s probably still talking to my dad, hoping on everyone’s life that the whole town isn’t infected.

I look over my shoulder, up the path, and my heart stops because I didn’t expect him to be there. Bermuda is ambling drunkenly down the path, his paralyzed wing dragging behind him in the dirt, claws scraping with each step because he can’t pick his legs up high enough to walk properly. A trail of dust like snow trails him, thicker and whiter than it was before. His scales are nearly gone, exposing the leathery skin beneath, blackened and pressed against by something purple beneath it. A few more leaves are sticking out, more than before. One is unfurling behind his eye, a large one stretching toward the sun from his hip, a new cluster blooming purple at his shoulder. A purple vine snakes from the black scales on his foreleg.

I swallow down another scream, instead grabbing Kuda’s shoulders tightly in my talons. “Get me out of here. Get me away from him.”

Kuda doesn’t stop to think, or ask any questions, he just twines his tail through mine and runs. I follow. He drags me past the apothecary, toward Fern’s house, but turns right before it, dragging me into a squat, yellow building with a lacy curtain instead of a door.

My brother grabs a cloak from a wooden rack by the door, not bothering to search for a shopkeeper. “Get out,” he whispers. “Get out of here.”

“Kuda, there’s nowhere to go. He’s hunting me.” My claws are digging between the scales on Kuda’s arm as my brother throws the black cloak over me, covering my neck, back, wings, hips, and the base of my tail with the thick fabric that will protect me from the dust. I don’t have to explain because he’s already figured it out.

“The Fire Forest,” Kuda says, shoving me out of the door.

“But—”

He shoves me, and I stumble over a stone in the road. “Go. It’s safer and maybe you can find the cure.”

“Kuda, it won’t let me in. I’ll die. Think straight, here.” We’re all going crazy. We’re all sick. Stage one: we all go mad. Stage two: we become leafy, purple shrubs. “Kuda,” I beg. “Find me somewhere to hide, he only wants me.”

Bermuda ambles around the corner, drawn toward me by some engrained, non-understandable force that drags him straight to me.

“Go, get out!” Kuda screams at me, shoving me. The cloak settles over my wings. A slight breeze carries up Bermuda’s path of dust, and I pull my tail in instinctively, watching the dust settle on the ground just short of my cloak.

The look in Bermuda’s assumably blind eyes is hungry, seeking, searching, wanting, murderous. Something about me specifically draws him.

I don’t question Kuda this time, just swivel and run, flapping halfheartedly to keep my speed up as I leap over the stones, the markers upon markers of all the dragons who died in the Glade. Somewhere among them is my mother’s name, and the name of Topher’s brother.

Shouting, frantic wingbeats behind me, make me go faster. I stub my claw on a stone, thud onto my chin, scrape it painfully across a twig, get back to my feet, and keep running. The Fire Forest is right there, simultaneously reaching for me and shying away.

It won’t let you in, it keeps us out, it imprisons the Glade, we can’t get through. The scouting parties can only go in on a certain day of the year, when the branches thin and they can squeeze through. They never come back, do they? All the horror stories of the Fire Forest flood back to me, the fairy tales my mother used to spin at night when I was lying in bed, sick of the books she’d read before. The dragons who go in become one with the forest, powerful protectors and guardians, blocking entry for anyone but the next generation of guardians.

And her most common story, the one Kuda and I would beg for again and again, is the story of how it got its name. The way my mother told it sounded both real and like her imagination, all at once. No one gets in, and no one comes out, because you need to protect the balance. When the balance is off, the forest steals one, or gives one back. The fire fever keeps the balance in check. Winter, when the trees drop some vines and branches, keeps the balance in check. And if the balance stays off for too long, things will happen, bad things, horrible things. A fire will start. A great, roaring fire, the purple of the inside of your heart, the purple of the freshest blood that seeps from your claw when it breaks too close to your talon. A roaring purple fire with flames twice as tall as the trees, a fire that comes to kill and raze. It will burn everything to the ground. It will burn us all down.

I can’t get this out of my head as I squeeze between branches. A vine whispers against my ribcage, brushing underneath my cloak and feeling along my scales as if it’s a living, breathing thing.

When I look over my shoulder, even though I’ve only taken a step in, there’s no way out, no way back, no way home. Once the Fire Forest welcomes you, you can’t go back. Once the Glade welcomes you, you can’t go into the Fire Forest. Maybe my own personal balance was off. Either way, as I peer through the tangles of vines, I see Bermuda still, stopping his incessant pursuit of me.

Kuda lands on the other side of the trees, still in the Glade. The vines and trees are too tight, too thick, all of a sudden. He can’t come with me and I can’t get back to him.

“Light it all on fire,” he says, trying to reach through to catch my talon in his. The vines tangle around his wrist, barring his talon from further entry. The Fire Forest seems to move as one, a guardian entity of itself. It won’t let him in.

“Burn it all down,” I whisper in response, trying to reach for him. A branch that wasn’t there before blocks my talon, and we hover there for a moment, reaching for each other, unable to actually make contact, before he turns around. Bermuda, suddenly there, brushes a claw on Kuda’s wing. The branches swoop to close the gap, blotting out the light and my view of Kuda.

“Find the cure, Spark, help me!” Kuda starts to shout, abruptly cut off right before he can finish the last word.

I open my mouth to scream but turn away instead. I can’t do anything, so I might as well not try to watch.

Spanning behind me, not there when I stepped in, is a haphazard path, pieced together from thin lengths of tree trunks that should be rotting but are intact. It’s the same path that was in all my mother’s stories, the ones she told me to haunt me to sleep. It couldn’t possibly exist, but it’s right there in front of me.

I step forward, and the wood groans silently between my talons. The trees seem to press in, brushing my cloak as I walk forward, following the path.

“Don’t step off the path” was a common theme in all my mother’s stories. That’s one of the few specific details I remember from all of them. Don’t. Step. Off. The path.

I glance uneasily up at the thick, tangled canopy of trees above me. Inside the Fire Forest, time has no meaning, no grasp. I can’t tell how long it’s already been.

Light it all on fire, burn it all down. Kuda’s words whisper from the blueish vines trailing up the thick trunks on the trees surrounding the path. It’s a common farewell and well wish when parting ways with someone. Light it all on fire, and burn it all down, because the Fire Forest accepted me in, which means the balance was already off.

What did I get myself into?










