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The whine of the fire alarm woke me up at three AM. I knew what was happening: the dragon had begun to hatch. I pulled on my flannel bathrobe as I ran to Avery’s room. The wood-paneled hall blurred as I ran. My feet went numb as they pounded the freezing floor. I slowed when I saw the light stretching from under Avery’s door. I paused here. Should I go in? I wondered. I want to, and as her care-taker it is my job.  

I stepped forward. The light coming from her room covered my feet. It was warm. I wiggled my toes until I could feel them again. Wait, I thought. If it’s this warm out here... 

I opened the door without knocking, prepared to save the day. Instead, I took a step back.  

Avery sat on the floor with a long, oval egg. It glowed, covering the usually dark room in dim light. It also gave off lots of heat, and I started to sweat. Avery looked up at me out of the corner of her eye. She’d pulled her short black hair into a tiny ponytail. She wore a grey tank top and black shorts. Normally she’d wear a sweater as well, since it was winter. But the bedroom was too hot now. 

“Do you need help?” I asked. “Should I get hot water or towels or something?” 

Her eyes narrowed and she turned back to the dragon’s egg. Typical Avery. 

“Well, then, you won’t mind me watching?” I asked, knowing she wouldn't reply. 

Suddenly, a loud crack came from the black egg. A cloud of smoke rose from a fist-sized hole at its top. Green slime oozed from the hole onto the floor. The room began to smell like burning rubber. 

“Avery, get back!” I took a step forward to drag her away. She threw a plastic cup at me. 

“No,” she ordered, squinting into the hole. “I’m the expert here, so you will listen to me.” 

My eyebrows rose in surprise. Listen to her? This was the most she’d ever talked to me. And we’d been living together for a week! She is the expert, I thought with a shrug. Her parents were dragon scientists. She must have grown up around the beasts. 

“All right, just…be careful,” I said, backing up to the door. “That dragon is government property. They’ll have both our heads if anything happens to him.” 

“Ah yes, ‘finders keepers,’” she sniffed. “I’ll do my best, Agent Peters. But I haven’t actually done this before. No one has.” 

All I knew about dragons was what I read in the report file. Dragons lived in the mountain where we now stayed. Avery’s parents studied them, but dragons were private animals. The dragons and the Chases died when the Colonialists bombed the mountain. The dragons were thought extinct until an egg was found by Homelanders.  

No Colonial army wanted to fight a dragon, so the war ended. However, Homeland took no chances, and they found the best nanny for their boon. The daughter of the only dragon scientists was the only choice. I watched her dig through the egg slime for the baby lizard. She looked like a homeless person on a good day, and she couldn’t be more than 19 years old. Could she really take care of a wild animal? 

She’s been through a lot, though, I thought. I squinted at the long scars and bruises on her exposed arms. Maybe one day we’ll be friends. Then I can ask where she got them. My mouth curled up on one side; I doubted it. 

A high squeak, like an upset piglet, stirred me from my thoughts. Avery pulled a kitten-sized lizard from the wreckage of the egg. The black thing dripped steaming goo on Avery’s lap. She didn't seem to notice. She wrapped the tiny baby in a huge bed sheet. I covered my smile with one hand. The smelly, messy scene charmed me for some reason. Is this like seeing a human baby born? I wondered. The dragon kit rested its tiny nose on Avery’s chest. A picture of my wife flashed in my mind. I clutched at my pained chest through my T-shirt. 

“Boy or girl?” I asked with a forced smile. 

She looked up at me. Her lips pressed into a line, but her brown eyes were wide. The dragon looked at me, too, with eyes like fire. I clasped my hands behind my back and smiled.  

She gazed down again. “Boy,” she said simply. She used a deformed finger to brush her bangs from her face. A scar cut over her left eyebrow. The baby squirmed in her arms, growling like a fussy lion cub. Her arms tightened around him. 

“Do you want me to get him anything? More blankets, a bed?” I reached out a hand to pet the little guy. “Is he hungry?” 

Avery pulled away so I could not touch him. “You don’t understand,” Avery said, her voice quiet but stern. 

“Help me understand.” 

Her chin touched her collarbone, and I realized the blankets were smoking. 

“You’re getting burned!” I was stunned. If the baby hurt her, why hadn’t she put him down? I reached for the bundle of sheets in her arms. “Give him to me, before it gets worse!” 

She rolled onto her back, using her legs to kick me away. 

“You don’t understand,” she repeated with a sigh. “He has to be close to me for an hour after birth. If he isn’t, he won’t know I’m his adoptive mother.” 

“That won’t matter if you’re dead.” I grabbed at the baby again and she stood. The dragon had burned through her shorts to her thighs. 

I didn’t know what to do, and I hated the feeling. My hands opened and closed at my sides. The bed sheet fell to the floor in black chunks. 

“Fine,” I yelled, helpless. “If you don’t want my help, at least explain it to me. Why do you still hold him even though you’re burning?” I waved with one hand to her bored expression. “Do you even feel pain?” 

Her mouth made a small “O” as she searched for words. Her arms relaxed, and the bed sheets slipped more. A large, angry burn had formed on her chest. She lifted her chin. 

"Do I feel pain?" she repeated. “No, I don’t.” 
Chapter 2
I took off my bathrobe and handed it to her. I was careful to stay as far away from her as possible. Her news confused me, but I didn’t want her to know that. 

“This should not burn as fast as the sheet,” I said. She wrapped the dragon in the warm, dark blue wool. I privately mourned the loss of my bathrobe. But I couldn't just watch her burn herself alive. I sat on the floor in the doorway, and she rocked the kit. The dragon wheezed now and then to break the tense mood. 

“So,” I began, looking down at my clasped fingers. “How long have you…not felt things?” 

She rolled her eyes. “I was born this way, it’s a rare condition. And I do feel things. I just don’t feel pain.” 

“So I guess that explains all the…” I pointed to my face and chest. She narrowed her eyes at me, confused for a moment. Then she glanced down at her own scars and fresh burns. She nodded to me. I rested my head against the door frame. “This explains a lot of things, actually.” 

When I moved into the mountain cabin, I noticed something was off. For one, the tables had all been covered with bubble wrap. The light bulbs were missing. All of the other furniture had been lined up against one wall. 

In the kitchen, all of the silverware was gone. It had been replaced with plastic forks and spoons. No knives. There was nothing made of glass or metal to be found. I also noticed my house mate did not have a toothbrush. 

The second day, I discovered we had no hot water. When I stepped into the icy cold shower I yelped. Avery found me afterward to give me an annoyed look. 

“Was your shower freezing too?” I asked her. She just shrugged and walked away. 

I decided to take matters into my own hands. Finding a wrench in the shed, I went to the boiler room. I’ve never been good with tools, though. I quit before I turned off the water completely. 

The only normal room in the house was my bedroom. Unlike Avery’s, it had light bulbs and pillows and windows without bars. 

Now I realized she made these changes to keep from getting hurt. For some reason, this made me angry; not with her but with whoever put her in charge of a dragon. 

“I’m going to call the office first thing in the morning.” I stood and she looked up at me. Her eyes were half lidded to show she was unimpressed. I ignored the look. “For now, I’ll get you some ice for those burns.” 

I called the Homeland Law Office the next morning as promised. 

“So the little beast hatched, eh?” my boss said. I could hear him smoke a cigar through the phone. “How is the dragon?” 

I rolled my bottle of pills across the kitchen counter. “Fine, I think. I mean, it’s alive. That’s not what I’m calling about.” I licked my bottom lip. “I didn’t know about Avery’s sickness. This is dangerous for her, sir. Please, give this job to someone else.” 

“Gone soft already, Peters? There is no one else!” he barked. “Her illness makes her even better for the job. Besides, your building has a room with first aid supplies. Ms. Chase knows about it, so use it.” I heard a sharp clunk as he slammed the phone on its holder. 

I ran a hand through my short, brown hair. I looked at the pills on the counter. I wasn’t due for another dose for a few hours. But the stress was too much. I swallowed two more pills and washed them down with orange juice. I reread the pill bottle label as I drank: “Anti-depressant pills: Matt Peters. Two pills every 8 hours.” 

My wife had suggested I see our doctor. I had fits after coming back from the war. He gave me those pills to help with depression and stress. I took the pills, but my wife said I was still different. She said I was less happy, less in love. 

Should I call her? I laid one hand on the phone. I had not talked to her in weeks. A month before, I returned home to an empty house. There was a note on the refrigerator door. It read, “Matt, I am going to visit my mother for a while. I will call you later. Tess.” 

The next day, I asked my co-workers for advice. 

“Dude, that means you’re headed for a divorce!” said one guy. He sat in the desk across from mine. He had to stand to see me over our computers. I set my coffee mug down a bit too hard. “No, we’re not. We are just fine.” 

“Has she called you?” 

I paused with my fingers over the computer keys. 

“She hasn’t, then,” my co-worker guessed. 

He was right. Tess never called me. When I called her later that day, she sounded annoyed. So I stopped calling, hoping she’d come home on her own. She didn’t. 

I didn’t know why I wanted to call her that day. Maybe the birth of a baby reminded me of family? Tess and I never had kids. I was unable to, but she never seemed to mind. She’s a writer, a free spirit. “Without kids, we can travel anywhere, do anything,” she had said. We had just gotten married.  

We never went anywhere, though. I was drafted before we could go on adventures of our own. By the time I got back, she was no longer interested. In traveling, I mean. Instead, she shut herself up in our apartment and wrote. The only time she smiled was when I cooked for her. So I cooked for her often. It occurred to me I hadn’t cooked for her in months. I hadn’t seen her smile in months, either. I picked up the phone. 

“Hey babe,” I said when she picked up on the last ring. I rolled the pill bottle around in my pocket. “Sorry I haven’t called... No, I’m on a job, so I’ll be gone a while...” I rubbed the short hairs on my chin. “Honey, I’m not going to drop everything to see a shrink... You’re wrong, I do want this to work out.”  

I lowered my voice when Avery came into the kitchen. She had on a huge sweater that covered her hands. The baby dragon was in a heat-proof pouch on her chest. She’d made it out of a holder used for pizza delivery. She walked over to the refrigerator, ignoring me. 

“Look,” I whispered, “we can talk about this when I get home. I’ll pick you up at your mom’s. I’ll make you dinner.” 

Tess didn’t like that. She told me I could not buy her. She said she wouldn’t drop everything for me. “I am my own woman!”  

I winced as she yelled, keeping my back to Avery. “Okay, hon. I’ll talk to you later. Bye.” 

Avery closed the refrigerator, a bag of bagels in hand. “You have kids?” she asked. 

“No, no kids,” I said. 

“Good.” She passed by me without a glance. She paused in the doorway and looked over her shoulder. “It’s not good to have kids if the parents are never home.” 

I opened my mouth to comment, but she left before I could say a word.  
Chapter 3
On Saturday, three days after the dragon hatched, I let myself sleep in. I woke up at ten and wandered into the bathroom we shared. Avery sat on the edge of the sink. She wore only underwear and a sports bra. I turned around, my cheeks red. 

“I didn’t peg you for a vain person,” I said. I heard a thump, like she had fallen off the sink. 

“I-- I’m not,” she said. I heard her scrabble around, and the baby dragon yelped. It had been sitting in the sink. 

“Then what are you doing?” 

“Checking for scratches, burns, cuts. You can turn around now.” She wore a bathrobe now, and she held a first aid kit. 

“Oh.” I bounced my fists off my legs. “You have to check often?” 

“At least every hour.” She bent her head toward the mirror, checking her hair for blood. “Since the dragon hatched, I’ve bumped it up to every half hour. Baby dragons use their mothers’ scales to sharpen their claws, you know. And I don’t have scales.”  

She rolled up one sleeve, then the other. She found a long cut on the back of her right arm. “Does this look like it needs stitches?” She chuckled when I gagged. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 

She wrapped the cut in cloth from the first aid kit. Then she strapped the dragon carrier to her chest. He squeaked when she picked him up and dropped him inside. With a sniff of her nose, she walked past me. “This is the nicest we’ve ever been to each other.” 

My hand covered my mouth a bit too late. She stopped in the doorway and glared at me. But her eyebrows did not crinkle as much as before. Her jaw didn’t lock like she wanted to crush my skull between her teeth. As she turned her head again, something caught my eye. 

“Wait.” I grabbed her arm, and the mean glare was back. “I see something,” I explained, hoping she’d allow it. Using my thumb, I smoothed the hair away from her neck. Sure enough, a small piece of glass stuck out of the skin. The area around it was crusted with blood. 

“You don’t feel stuff like this?” I said under my breath. 

“What is it?” 

I blinked at the hint of fear in her voice. I studied her large brown eyes. She was afraid. I let go of her arm. 

“You’re going to be fine. It’s scabbed over already.” I turned back to the cut. “Do you want me to pull it out?” 

She nodded. With a short tug, I pulled the shard from her neck. I placed it on her open palm. I went to the sink and got my toothbrush from the cabinet. She tilted her hand over the trash can. The glass fell in and she sighed. 

“Can I…ask you a favor?” she said. I almost dropped my toothpaste. I looked down at the girl. She looked even tinier now, uncertain of herself. “Could you help me look, sometimes?” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Not a lot, just to make sure.” 

“Sure, if you need me to.” I tried to smile to show her it was no big deal. “That’s what friends do, right?” 

Her eyebrows cast shadows over her eyes. “We’re not friends,” she growled, and she rushed out of the room. 

As I brushed my teeth, I thought about Avery’s reaction to the glass. She was scared, but of what? She could not feel pain, so... Toothpaste foam dripped onto my shirt. That’s it, I thought. Without pain, she doesn’t know when she is hurt or in danger. She could die at any time and never see it coming. I wiped my shirt with a towel. No wonder she was so scared. 

Avery avoided me for a while after that. I think she was embarrassed. When we were together, she’d glare at me when I talked. The dragon, who watched Avery like a hawk, began to copy her. Its thin pupils burned into me. I didn’t glare back. 

After five days of silence, I came across Avery in the kitchen. She sat on the counter next to the smoking oven. 

“What’s in there?” I bent over and squinted into the blackness of the oven. 

“Steak.” 

“Extra extra well done?” Using an oven mitt, I tried to thin out the smoke. It didn’t work. I put the blackened oven mitt down. Avery glared, daring me to leave, so I made myself busy. I brewed coffee and put some pizza in the microwave. I walked over to her when my pizza was done. 

“Does he breathe fire yet?” I asked, making small talk. I reached out a hand to pet the baby. 

“I wouldn’t--” Avery began.  

I jumped back, sucking on my burnt fingers. The dragon’s black scales were as hot as the stove top. She shook her head at me. 

“Yes, he does breathe fire. It’s one of the first things they learn.” 

The oven beeper screamed, and Avery reached over to turn it off. As she stretched, her sleeve pulled up. A series of burns wrapped around her arm. I bit my lower lip but didn’t say anything. As I ate my pizza, she opened the oven. She pulled out the tray with the blackened mitt. Then, using a garden shovel, she scooped up the burnt meat. The baby dragon’s head stretched out of the pouch. She dropped the meat down his waiting throat. 

I smiled. Like a mother bird feeding her baby, I thought. 

“Did your parents teach you how to take care of dragons?” I asked, pouring a cup of coffee. “Or did you learn from being in the field? I bet you went on a lot of cool trips.” I imagined a little Avery, smiling and running ahead of her parents. They visited dragons together and ate picnics on a green mountain. “I bet that was so fun.” 

Avery slammed the tray in the kitchen sink. I stopped talking. 

“My parents never took me to see dragons,” she hissed. She looked out the window. It was snowing. Her breath fogged up the glass. “I was sick, so I couldn’t go anywhere.” Her head hung between her shoulders. “I wanted to be with them so bad. You know I only saw them twice a year? But they sent me pictures, and in every one they were smiling.” 

The dragon in her pouch gurgled, falling asleep after being fed. 

“You know, I don’t like dragons,” she mumbled, watching the baby sleep. “I have read every book about them, but I hate them.” 

I tipped the rest of my coffee into the sink. We watched the liquid slide down the dirty tray to the drain. 

“Then why did you take this job?” I covered her small hand with my big one. “To be close to your parents?” 

She pulled away, her mouth twisted into a scowl. “Why did you take this job, so far away from home?” She countered. “To get away from your wife?” 

“I love my wife!” I shook a finger at her. “I would never leave her!” I wanted to say something witty that would upset her. But it seemed I already had. Her hands clenched at her sides. She didn’t meet my eyes. Her eyes shone like she was going to cry. 

“Then what are you doing here, Matt?” she pointed out. “Your wife is up north, on the other side of the world. If you let money keep you from her, you deserve to be left!” 

My teeth pressed together. She had hit my soft spot. I struck back before I could check my words. “So what did you do to make your parents leave you?” We stared into space as if the words hung in the air between us. I wished they did, so I could take them back. “Avery.” I took a step forward, and she took a step back. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean--” 

“Yes you did,” she said through her teeth. “And I did, too.” She turned on her heel and marched through the living room.  

A few seconds later, I heard the door to her bedroom slam. I sighed and staggered over to the coffee pot. As I reached for the pot, I saw my hands quiver. I swallowed two pills and drank water from the sink with my hands. This is not going well, I thought, wiping water from my jaw. I will have them send another agent to replace me. Someone younger, with less personal problems. 

I walked to the back door and leaned my forehead against it. I sighed as the glass cooled my hot skin. She’s right, anyway. A good husband would not leave his wife like I do. With Tess’s book sales, I really don’t have to work at all. So why am I here? 
Chapter 4
I watched the snow fall. Everything was covered in a veil of snow, hiding its true nature. When my forehead hurt from cold, I called my boss. He refused to give the case to someone else. 

“You called your wife?” His voice wasn’t muffled. He must have taken his cigar out of his mouth. 

“I have not talked to her in a week, sir.” 

“Did you talk about the case?” 

“No, sir,” I frowned at the phone. “Just personal matters. Which is why I need another agent to take this job.” 

“Is Tess dying?” he asked, his cigar in his mouth again. 

“No.” 

“Sick?” he asked. 

“No.” 

“In danger of any kind?” 

I exhaled through my nostrils. “No sir, but--” 

“Then see this through to the end, Peters. That’s an order.” He hung up without saying good-bye. 

I had been worked for the government since I could legally get a job. I enrolled in the Homeland army at the age of eighteen. Soon after, they sent me to guard the border against Colonial forces. When I was twenty, I met Tess. We married after she graduated from college. Two years later, the war broke out. The Colonial army attacked the coast where I lived. I fought on the front line for three years.  

One day, while out on my rounds, rebel soldiers attacked us. I was shot in the side. After that, I worked secret jobs. I stopped murders and found criminals. I helped a lot of people. But Avery Chase was a mystery to me. I didn’t know how to handle her. 

Three days after the fight, she still refused to talk to me. Or be in the same room as me. 

“How many times can I say I’m sorry?” I asked through her closed door. “Come out so we can talk about this.” 

No answer, like all the other times. I stomped to the kitchen, my pill bottle clenched in my fist. I could not take any more pills. I had already had four that day. Maybe this isn’t an Avery problem, I thought, staring at the phone. It could be a female thing. I had learned from my wife that women were beyond me. She told me that a lot. 

I picked up the telephone. “Hello, Tess?” I twirled the telephone cord around a finger. “No, I’m not calling about coming to see you. You said to give you space, so I am... No, I have a question. It’s about a woman I am working with on a case. She’s mad at me and I don’t know how to fix it.” 

I told Tess everything I could. She sighed into the phone, causing static. “You are clueless,” she said, “calling about another woman.” 

I shook my head. “No, it’s not like that. I’ve been hired to keep her safe. But she’s making it very…” I closed my eyes. “Difficult.” 

“And you tried talking to her about it?” I raised an eyebrow at her tone. 

“That’s bad?” 

“You can’t be all bark and no play, Matt,” she explained. “Do something nice for her. Show her how bad you want this to work.” 

“How bad I want to protect her, Tess,” I repeated. “For my job.” 

“Sure, whatever,” she said. She wanted to get off the phone. 

“I’ll call you again, soon,” I promised. 

“All bark,” she said. I hung up the phone. I had to focus on fixing things with Avery. I would worry about my marriage later. 

I made dinner for Avery and myself. I even burned a steak for the baby. When the fire alarm sounded, I thought it was the burning meat. I went to the control box in the hallway to turn it off. Then I saw fingers of smoke curling from underneath Avery’s door. I grabbed the door knob. It burned my hand, so I forced the door with my shoulder. 

Avery laid on the floor. She had a burned arm stretched underneath the bed. The mattress, curtains, and patches of carpet were on fire. 

“We need to get you out of here!” I yelled over the roaring flames. 

“No,” she yelled back. “If we leave him, he’ll burn the whole building down!” 

I picked up Avery’s thin body and held her under one arm. 

 

I jumped over the flames that sprung up around the door. The hallway had filled with smoke. I ran down the hall. Avery was still under my arm, yelling at me. At the end of the hallway, I set her down. 

“Go outside, now,” I ordered, grabbing an extinguisher to put out the fire. 

“But you could get hurt,” she protested. She reached for the red container I held. “I don’t feel pain, let me go.” 

“No, I’m here to protect you.” 

She stared at me like she saw me for the first time. “And cough,” I said. 

She frowned, confused. “What?” 

“Cough,” I pulled the nozzle off the extinguisher. “To get the smoke out of your lungs. You can’t feel pain, so you don’t cough. But you need to. Cough.” 

Avery coughed and ran out the door into the snow. I ran back to the room. The fire had reached the ceiling. I blew white foam under the bed where the angry dragon hid. Using my jacket, I scooped him up and ran down the hall and outside. As I ran, the dragon burned me on the chin with a stream of fire. 

 

I covered his head with a sleeve. He growled, but the rocking of my running soothed him. Avery sat at a picnic table, shivering. I placed the hot bundle in her arms and she stopped. “Your face,” she began. 

I was already running back inside to put out the fire. 
Chapter 5
After an hour, the fire was finally out. I was exhausted. My lungs ached, and my chin burned. I felt like I had been on the front line again. This time, though, I had won. Avery found me, asleep, in the hallway. Somehow she dragged me to the medical room and onto a cot. 

When I woke up, the baby dragon squinted at me. It sat at the foot of the bed. I tried to sit up, but every part of me hurt. 

“Don’t try to get up,” Avery warned. She stepped into view. She looked worried, and that made me worried. “Does it hurt?” she asked. “We have a lot of pain killers.” 

“I’m fine,” I lied. “Are you OK?” 

She nodded once. She glanced over at the dragon. “He’s OK, too. Thanks to you.” 

I smiled, then grimaced. “Can’t let anything happen to the payload.” 

She looked down. “I’m not in it for the money.” She thinks I saved her for the money, my brain told me. Fix this! “It was a joke,” I said quickly. “Why are you doing this?” 

She was quiet for so long. I didn’t think she would answer. Finally, she pointed at my chin. “How does it hurt?” 

I tilted my head. “What?” 

“Ache, pain, pins-and-needles; I’ve heard it all before. But I don’t know what it means. I can’t learn for myself. Can you tell me how it hurts?” 

I rolled my eyes up, trying to think of the words. It was harder than I thought. She watched me, her hands clasped to her chest. This was important to her. I had to try harder. “It’s like…” I said, thinking about each word. “Fire is like anger. Wild and dangerous. Pain is when you try to control that anger. It’s under your skin, fighting to get out. When you try to keep it inside, it hurts.” 

She bit one finger, thinking hard. I wanted to pull her finger out of her mouth. She could bite through it and not feel a thing. But I stopped myself. Finally, her hands dropped to her sides and she sighed. 

“Sorry,” I said. “My wife is the one who is good with words.” 

“It’s not your fault.” She sat in the cot next to mine. “Teaching me about pain is like teaching a blind man about colors. It can’t be done.” She looked around the clean, white room. “That’s why I came here.” 

I must have looked confused because she explained. “I hate dragons. Like you said, anger brings a kind of mental pain. From what I’ve read, all pain is in the mind.” She swung her legs back and forth. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not a very happy person.” I bit my lower lip to keep from snorting. She glared at me, but I was used to it. I smiled at her and she stopped glaring. 

“I think I’m not happy because I don’t feel pain,” she continued. “I know that doesn’t make sense. Here’s how I think of it.” She held up her scarred, broken hands. “I can count on two hands the number of times I’ve cried.” She put one hand down. “I can count on one how many times I’ve been truly happy. Pain is an extreme of human feeling.” She held a hand palm up. “Happiness is the other.” She raised her other hand to mirror the first, making a scale. “You can’t have one without the other.” 

“You think, because you can’t feel pain…” my voice slowed, weighed down by the sadness of my words, “you can’t feel happy?” 

She nodded. “I thought coming here, where I’d be in mental pain, would help. I thought it would make me happier in other areas of life.” She inhaled through her mouth. The amount of air entering her body made her sit up straight. “When we fought the other day, I was so angry. And I was happy I was angry. The fire today was good, too.” She looked at me, at the burn on my chin. “If you hadn’t gotten hurt, it would've been better.” 

“The fire was…good?” I peered at her out of the corner of my eye. “You are weird, Ave.” 

Her face went blank. She didn’t know if she should be angry or pleased with me. “At least I’m not getting high off of pills, Mattie,” she responded.  

I decided to let the insult go. I laughed. “How long do I have to lie here?” I patted the stiff mattress. 

“Until you can get up, I guess.” She shrugged. I strained. I reached toward the ceiling lights with my arms. A shot of pain went through my back and neck. 

 “I’ll stay here a bit longer, then,” I sighed. I shut my eyes in pain. 

“I’ll give you some pain killers and get dinner ready,” she decided. 

My eye shot open as I remembered. Ugh, the steak dinner I made, I thought. It’s been out for the past two hours. So much for the “make Avery dinner” plan. 

    Chapter 6

    Avery stopped avoiding me for a while. We would talk for hours about pain and happiness and life. I’d never thought about the purpose of hurting before. Talking with her gave me a new view of the world.  “You haven’t called your wife lately,” Avery said, pulling on thick gardening gloves. We decided to give the baby dragon a bath. Three weeks had passed since his hatching. He smelled like rotten eggs and ash. I turned off the water. It was so hot the bathtub steamed.  “That’s none of your business.”   The dragon squirmed in his carrier. He had been watching the water fill the tub. He knew what was coming. Avery didn’t bother being gentle. She turned the pouch upside down. The dragon landed in the water with a hiss. I held a towel up to keep from getting burned. We boiled the water for the dragon. She poured a bottle of baby shampoo on the dragon. He rolled around in the water, trying to get it off.  “Fine,” she said. “I just wondered if you wanted to talk about it.”  “I don’t.”   “Fine.”  “Fine!”  “It’s just…” she hit the dragon with a fly swatter. He was trying to climb out of the tub. “I thought friends shared their troubles with each other.”  I turned my head slowly toward her. “Friends?” She hit my weak spot, and she knew it. But I couldn’t let this chance pass by. I folded up the towel. “Tess and I haven’t been talking lately.”  “Because you are here?”  “Because I’m not there. I haven’t been there for her lately. That’s my fault.” I pulled both hands through my hair. “But when I do try to go to her, she refuses me. I don’t know what to do. At this rate--” I could not say the word “divorce.” Tess was my only link to who I was before depression. Before the war.  The baby dragon’s nose smoked. He did that before he blew fire, something new we had learned. Avery used a spray bottle to spray sugar water in his face. He hissed at the water, then licked up the sugar happily. He lay under the water, turning it to steam with his breath.  “I guess I should tell you a sad story, now?” She said, not meeting my gaze.  “If you want,” I said. I clamped my hands between my knees. I really wanted her to. She breathed in through her nose and began.  “This was where my parents did research.” She gestured around us. “They would come up here all the time. Sometimes they would be gone for months. When they were gone, I’d live with a nanny. They couldn’t take me with them. Because of my illness, they said.”   She watched the dragon play in the water. He popped bubbles with fire and giggled with each pop. His laugh sounded like a man walking on gravel.   “Mom and Dad loved to travel the world. I cannot live in the world. I spend my whole life in rooms full of bubble wrap. To keep from hurting myself.”   She rubbed one eye with a hand. “When my parents did come home, they only talked about dragons. They brought me presents of scales and dragon stones. They didn’t know any of my interests or hobbies. I thought they loved dragons more than me. So one day, I ran away.”  She rested her head on the wall, remembering. “I ran away at night, to the woods behind our house. I didn’t bring anything with me. No food, or a flashlight. I fell and hurt myself, but I kept running. I can run without stopping, you know. My body doesn’t get tired.”   She rubbed the scars on her right arm. “Four days later, I woke up in a hospital. My parents were there. They had looked for me for three days. They found me under a tree. I had passed out from blood loss. I remember thinking ‘they really do love me.’ But the next day, they were gone again. Like nothing had happened.”   She wiped her eyes to keep the tears from falling. She had not looked at me as she told her story. I knew this was hard for her. She carried this pain with her every day. To live through such hurt is brave, I thought. Braver than I have been recently.  “I can understand your parents," I said. Avery’s head snapped up. Her eyes were an angry red from crying. I held up my hands. “I mean, I’ve been running from the person I love. I am afraid she’ll hurt me. You probably scared your parents, too. You have a scary sickness, Ave. Knowing you can lose a loved one at any time—”   I crossed my arms. “I can see how that can make a person a bit crazy. In a weird way, though, it proves your parents loved you. And you love them.” I pointed to the dragon in the tub. “Why else would you be here, taking care of the last dragon?”  Her brown eyes locked with mine. I smiled.  “You are such a sap.” She squirted me with the sugar water. I flinched, but the water didn’t hit me. The dragon had flown up and caught the sweetness in his mouth.   “Could he fly before?” I asked. I slid away from the creature floating between us.   “No,” she said. He licked her face, leaving a small burn on her cheek. She stood and strapped the pouch back to her front. The dragon dove inside, black wings flapping. She sighed. “This is going make giving him baths a lot harder.”  Having a flying dragon made life in the forest lodge more interesting. The little beast put holes in the ceiling, trying to fly higher. Finally, we took him outside. He hated the snow and cold at first. Then, he discovered he could fly as high as he wanted. He twirled and twisted in the air, crowing with joy. I couldn’t help grinning while I watched him.   Avery looked bored with his antics, as always. But her eyes never left him as he soared through the sky. Even with this new freedom, the dragon hated being away from Avery. If she went back inside, he zoomed after her. He didn’t like being kept inside, though. He zipped around the rooms, growling at the walls. Being inside made him grumpy and would he stop eating. Avery then locked herself alone in a room until he ate. I wanted to help, but he still glared at me.  One day, the dragon was very angry. His snout smoked all day. This caused the alarms to blare all day as well. Avery tried everything, but he would not obey her. An hour later, the building was full of smoke. I opened a window to let it out. The dragon flew out instead, zipping into the sky.   “Hey, you!” I yelled. “Come back here!”   “Leave it,” Avery said. She lay on the ground to keep from breathing in the smoke. “He’ll be fine.”   She’s taken care of the creature for four weeks, I thought. And she feels no love for him? I thought about it from a different angle. How does Avery show love, anyway? Avery’s reasons for taking care of the dragon confused me.   After hearing her story, she confused me even more. She cared for the beast well but hated dragons. She loved her parents, but said she wasn’t doing this for them. The dragon is the little brother her parents favored, I reasoned. I waved a towel to thin the smoke. She has to honor him in order to honor her parents’ memory. She hates that. It’s sad she works so hard for the love of people who didn’t know her. I closed the window again.  Avery sat up, confused. “What are you--?”   “He’s been a brat all day,” I said, hands on my hips. “And you deserve a break.”  Avery stood and brushed her legs off with her hands. When she looked at her hands, they were smeared with blood. “Great,” she muttered.  I turned her around. There were three long claw marks on her right calf. “I’ll go get the first aid kit.” I jogged down the hall. “You stay off that leg!” I heard her fall onto the couch.  “The medical room is on—  “I know where it is!” I called behind me.

  
    Chapter 7

    I didn’t know where it was. I thought I could find it on my own. But the building was much bigger than I knew. I wandered the halls for a while before hitting a dead end. The dead end door was locked. The sign on it read “Jose and Bethany Chase.”  “Avery’s parents,” I whispered. Maybe something inside could show her how much her parents loved her.  I squinted through the crack by the door knob. The door was not dead bolted. Using my shoulder, I forced the door open. The door’s swing kicked up years of dust. I sneezed, then covered my nose and mouth with my shirt sleeve.   I squinted in the darkness. There were two desks, one on each side of the room. On the far side of the office was a row of cabinets. I searched those first. Empty. The desks were empty, too. All I found was a pencil and pack of staples. What a waste of time, I thought, angry. Why clear out an office in an empty building? Are dragons that important to the government?   As I slammed the last drawer shut, I heard something fall. An envelope. It must have been taped underneath a drawer. Time had worn off the stickiness of the tape. Written on the top side of the envelope was one word: will. I ran back to Avery. I only got lost once on the way.  “There you are,” she sighed. She tied a bandage around her leg. The dragon was inside again, sitting on her shoulder.  “I thought I told you to rest!” I said.  “You were gone, and this thing was banging on the window.” She pointed to the dragon kit with her thumb. “I was afraid he’d break it.”  I waved my hands in front of my face. “Whatever. That doesn’t matter now. Look what I found.” I handed her the envelope. She read the top with a frown.  “Where did you get this?” she asked.  “Your parents’ old office. I didn’t go looking for it,” I said quickly. “I got lost and sort of…found it.”  “That door was locked,” Avery accused.   I blinked once. “You knew it was there?”   “The office, yes,” she said. “I locked it. I didn’t think there was anything inside. Not after the government people came.”   “There wasn’t,” I assured her. “Only this.”   She stared at the envelope a few seconds, then tore the seam. I held my breath as she read the papers within. I thought she’d be happy. She wasn’t. As she read, her back went straight and stiff.  Her fingers gripped the paper. Her knuckles were white. When she finished reading, she threw the papers on the coffee table.  “You should have left it there,” she whispered. She didn’t look me in the face. “You should have left me alone.”   “Why, what does it say?” I picked it up before she could tell me not to. “It looks like your parents left you everything,” I said, not understanding. “Including--” I covered my eyes with one hand.   “All living dragons.” Avery finished. “It was part of their contract with the government. They gave all their research to the powers that be. In return, Mom and Dad had full control of the dragons. This will is to protect them, not me.” She gritted her teeth. “Never me.”  Avery pushed the dragon off her shoulder and stood. The baby cooed at her, but he could tell she was angry. He didn’t try to touch her again. The dragon and I watched as she walked quietly out of the room.   Avery returned later that night. I knew the exact moment she arrived because the dragon began shrieking.   I walked into the living room from the kitchen. I’d been making the dragon’s dinner. When I saw her, I gasped. She’d left the building in the last few hours. And she had worn no winter clothes.   “Avery, what have you done?” I asked. I inspected her hands. They were waxy and yellow. “You have frostbite. We need to get you warmed up. Now.”   “I can’t feel anything, Matt,” she whispered. I didn’t know if she was talking about her fingers. Her eyes looked blank under her frosty eyelashes. The dragon flew around our heads. Avery ignored him. I pushed him away, hissing when its scales burned my skin.   “Can you walk?” I asked, then shook my head before she could answer. “You know what? I’m not going to take any chances.” I picked her up and ran to the medical room. She had to give me directions.   I changed her into a dry bathrobe. Then, I soaked her frozen hands in warm water. After drying and wrapping her hands, I did the toes. Her toes were not as frozen, but I soaked them anyway. Avery did not say a word through all this. I expected her to tell me to go away. I thought she’d say she could do it herself. But she was silent.   The dragon refused to eat that night. He would not leave Avery’s bed side. Over the next few days, I noticed my house mate had changed. She still fed the dragon and kept him out of trouble. However, she would not look at or hold him.   The dragon missed her. He tried multiple ways to get her attention. First, he blew smoke and stood on her head. Then he started small fires around the building. This only made Avery avoid him more.   In the fifth week, the dragon had had enough. His head reached my knee now, and he could make bigger fire balls than before. With one breath, he set the couch on fire where Avery sat. She jumped up. I grabbed the extinguisher to put out the blaze. She threw the beast outside before coming to help.   “No, go get ice for your burns,” I ordered. “I can handle this.” Avery did as she was told. This scared me a little. Once the fire was out, I went to find her. She sat on a cot in the medical room, icing her wounds.   “This has to stop,” I said. “One of these days you are going to get hurt badly. And it will be your fault.”   She squinted up at me: her first glare in weeks. “Oh, and the dragon had nothing to do with it.”   “He thinks you’re his mother,” I argued. “You can’t form a bond like that and then abandon him.”   She pressed her lips together and breathed fast through her nose. “Like you abandoned your wife?”   “What about you?” I replied, pointing at her. “You’re throwing a fit because your parents didn’t love you. But you’re doing the same thing to that dragon. You’re leaving him like your mom and dad left you.”   She stared me down. “I haven’t left yet,” she warned, folding her arms. My eyes widened and she sighed. “We have lived together too long,” she said. “I’m tired of fighting. I’m tired of caring for a thing I hate. I’m tired of being used as a safety net for my parents’ dragons. I’m done with all of it.”    My jaw slacked. I had heard this speech before. Tess gave that speech right before she left for her mother’s. Like that time, I wanted Avery to stay. I wanted to tell her I needed her here. I needed her friendship.   I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Whatever I say it wouldn’t matter, anyway, I reasoned. She’s made up her mind. Besides, she never liked me. Saying something now would just make me look weak.  Avery watched me think. When I didn’t say anything to her good-bye speech, she sighed. She picked up her small bag of things that survived her bedroom fire. She patted me on the shoulder.   She left.

  
    Chapter 8

    The dragon wandered over to me a half hour later. I was still standing in the medical room. She must have let him in before she left. To keep him from following her. He crawled under tables and between metal carts, growling to himself. Finally, he sat in the middle of the cold floor and howled.   My heart felt tight as I watched him mourn her loss. I remembered that pain. Confusion. Hopeless. My eyes filled with tears. No child should feel such sadness so young. Not even a dragon.   I tried to take care of the dragon the way Avery did. But I soon realized she did so much I never saw. For example, I didn't know where he went to the bathroom. I didn't know he couldn't drink cold water. I had never seen her sharpen his claws. So he did it himself by shredding all of the wood in the building.   I woke up one morning because my bed frame collapsed. The dragon had scratched away the bedposts. I took two pills and spent the whole day sweeping up wood chips. Even when I did everything right, the dragon was depressed. He stopped flying and wouldn't play outside. He spent hours sitting in front of the door. If he saw a movement outside, he’d wag his stubby tail and howl. But when it wasn't her, he went into a deeper depression.  “Come on, buddy.” I crouched next to him. “I’m much more fun than that Avery. When the snow melts, we’ll play ball and go hunting.  "We can even go into the mountains if you want. See where the other dragons hung out.”   He looked up at me with sad, dull orange eyes. He stood up, and then he vomited all over the floor.

  
    Chapter 9

    I had no idea how to care for a sick dragon. I didn’t even know if they ran hot or cold fevers. Do I cool him down or keep him warm? I panicked. He’s a dragon. It makes sense that he needs to stay hot. Can I give him human medicine? Probably not. Do I still feed him? I put on gloves and dragged the beast to the fireplace. I didn’t put him in the fireplace like usual. Instead, I wrapped him in all the blankets I could find.  “How about some chicken soup?” I asked the dragon. Being alone in the forest cabin, I talked to him a lot. He only grunted. His stomach growled, and I took it as a yes. I boiled some chicken broth. Using a measuring cup, I fed him the soup. He didn’t throw it back up.  Days passed, and he got worse. His scales went grey. He never opened his eyes. I couldn’t do anything except pace and watch him die. I took more pills and ignored all calls from my boss. They would fire me for this. I chuckled without humor to myself. A fire-breathing dragon getting me fired. Ironic.   A week after Avery left, the front door bell rang. I sat up on the ruined couch. No one had ever rung the doorbell. Avery. I jumped up and sprinted down the hall. My heart raced. I thought about how to greet her. A simple hello? No, I should be mad. I am mad. And so relieved. Should I hug her? No, she might run again.  My heels dug into the carpet as I slid to a stop. Please, please, be Avery. I smoothed my shirt and ran a hand through my new beard. I jerked the door open.   No one. Only a yellow envelope with my wife’s name in the top left corner. My grip tightened on the door knob. I walked back to the living room holding the package. The dragon whimpered in front of the small fire. I threw another log in the fire place.   Glass of scotch in one hand, I sat back on the couch. I opened the yellow envelope. I was stupid enough to wonder what was inside. Up to this point, nothing horrible had happened to me. My family loved each other, my parents were happily married. I lived through a war. Yes, I had some scars, but it’s the price I paid for my country. I was proud of that. I had a good job. I had a beautiful and successful wife. Though our marriage had its problems, I thought we’d work it out.   So I dropped my scotch when I pulled out the envelope contents. The first word I read was “divorce.” Tess claimed I ignored her. She told the divorce lawyer she didn’t know me anymore. That she was trapped in a loveless marriage. The papers said she wanted a painless divorce.  “Like any divorce could be painless,” I ranted. I paced back and forth with a new glass of scotch. “And ‘loveless’? OK, but it’s because she wouldn’t talk to me! I called and I called. All she would talk about is how we aren’t working out. So I’ve let myself go a little! I’m still fit! I bet that’s why she wants a divorce. She found another man. A man skinnier than me.”   I fell onto the couch and began to cry. “When did everything go wrong?” I asked, my voice muffled by my palms. “It’s when I came here! That’s when it went all wrong.” I took some more pills and washed them down with brandy. It didn’t help the pain and loneliness I felt.   “What’s the point of living anymore?” I asked myself. I kicked the empty scotch bottle. “No wife, no job, no friends. That’s all that keeps a person together, right? So why am I living anymore?”  Because of the dragon’s tantrums, the wood in the building was brittle and dry. I’d used up the fire extinguisher days ago. “If I drop this match, the whole place will go up,” I said to the dragon. I twirled a match I’d gotten from the kitchen between my fingertips. “You’d like that. The heat might even make you feel better.” I rubbed the match’s red tip with my thumb.   “When my wife loved me, she’d say life is worth living. But now no one needs me, so I think I should go. Not be a burden to anyone anymore. Spare Tess the divorce hearings.” I glanced over at the grey, dying dragon. He was too weak to even twitch an ear.   I lit the match on the bottom of my shoe.   “Let’s let God decide.”

  
    Chapter 10

    Heat. Blazing, white hot heat all around me. It ate at me, separating flesh from bone. It circled me, hugged me, loved me. Everything was red with passion and warmth. Then, darkness.   I did not expect to wake up. The match I lit swallowed the living room in seconds. I thought I was going to die. Even though I caused the fire, death scared me. It relieved me to wake up in a cold, white room. The bright light above me hurt my eyes, though. I closed my eyes and moaned.   “He’s awake,” a voice to my left yelled. “Nurse! Nurse! Somebody tell someone he’s awake!”   “Avery?” I tried to say, but no sound came out. I waved my arms, but they hurt. They were wrapped in white. A tube ran from my left wrist to an IV.   “Don’t,” she said, using both hands to push my arm down. “Your arms and legs are burned. You breathed in a lot of smoke, too. I’ve been working at a gas station at the mountain’s base. I saw the smoke and knew you had done something stupid.”   She bit her lower lip. Her eyes were red, like she had been crying. She caught me staring and turned away.  “Anyway, I got my boss to drive me up. A gate stopped the car, so I had to run the rest of the way. I would’ve gotten there sooner without the stupid gate.” She sniffed. When I got to the cabin, the ceiling had fallen in. But you were OK. Meno was on top of you. He saved your life.”    I raised an eyebrow, and Avery fidgeted.   “Oh, Meno is what I named the dragon. I figured now he’s shed his first skin, he deserves a name.”   She smiled for the first time since I’d known her. It was a shy smile, longer on one side than the other. “Sorry. Dragons need extreme heat to shed their first skin. If they don’t, they get sick. Usually dragons don’t shed so early in life. But the house fire sure did the trick. His dead skin peeled right off.”   The dragon, now called Meno, gurgled from the corner chair. His scales were shiny and black. He smiled at me, too, with dagger-like teeth. I shivered.  “Why Meno?” I croaked.  Avery blushed, embarrassed she hadn’t explained earlier. “Meno means ‘last’ in Latin. I thought it fit.”  I nodded. Then it hit me: I had committed a serious crime. I wasn’t just going to get fired for this. I’d be arrested and put on trial for treason.  “What about the job?” I asked.   Avery waved it away like it was nothing. “Lucky for you, I took the will with me. The powers that be will not sue us for the building. Not if they want to be on the good side of my dragon.”   I should have been happy, but I frowned. I was concerned. Before the fire, Avery wanted nothing to do with the dragon. “Why the-- change of heart?” I asked. I coughed, and she held a cup of water for me while I drank it with a straw.   “You, actually.”   Now I blushed. She shook her head. “Don’t get the wrong idea. I-I saw the divorce papers. They were still in your hands when we dragged you out. You were in a lot of pain.” She looked down at the cup in her hands. “There were a lot of empty bottles in the house. Meno was too weak to light a birthday candle. You…started that fire, didn’t you, Matt?”   I turned my head away as she said, “You wanted to die.”   “Yeah, well, I was on a lot of meds. And alcohol,” I said, staring at the dripping IV.   Avery let my bad excuse slide. She propped her feet up on my hospital bed. “In any case, I decided to stop looking for pain. Life gives us enough as it is. Instead, I want to make my parents proud. It’s not true happiness, but they trusted me. It makes me happy to live up to that trust.”   I nodded. “That’s good, Ave.”   “Don’t say ‘that’s good’ like I’m leaving you behind, Mattie,” she growled.   So a little of the old Avery is still in there, I thought.    “The government wants to put me in another secret clubhouse. They want to give me a new partner, too. But I don’t like anyone besides you. So hurry up and get better so we work together again.”   “I’m touched.” I said it to be sarcastic, but a tear welled up in one eye. “I’ll try my best.”   She smiled again, but this time it was wicked and scheming. “We could be the Scar Partners.”   “What? No it’s not that bad is it?” I craned my neck, trying to see my injuries. “Tell me I’m still pretty.”   Avery threw back her head and laughed. Two nurses and a doctor came into the room and she stopped. She glared at the doctors when they asked her to leave. She glanced over at me, her lips pursed and nostrils wide. She looked like a dragon, with scars where her wings used to be.   I closed my eyes as the doctors ran tests.   The girl who feels nothing and the man who feels too much. Add in the last dragon. Our path would be hard, painful, and even sad.   But it would also be an adventure.
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