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ONE

THE POLICE TOLD MAMA THERE wasn’t anything that Celia could have done. The other driver never tried to put on the brakes, and even if Celia had been looking in her rearview mirror there was nowhere she could have gone—the light in front of us was red, and traffic was heavy.

I don’t remember the accident. I don’t remember anything but sitting in the car and talking. We’d been saying something about getting Slurpees, and how Celia wanted to go out to Lake Mead and cannonball into the water. I remember imagining us both stripping down to our bras and underwear and plunging into the cool lake.

The first memory I have after the accident is lying in a hospital bed, my neck in a brace, asking what happened to the other driver. They wouldn’t tell me anything. Celia was in the bed next to mine, but she wasn’t in a brace—she was sitting up, a bandage around her head and some blood on her clothes.

I wasn’t in pain, and I remember thinking that was strange, because I felt broken. It was the meds, of course. I was on some kind of painkiller that made everything slow and muddy.

Mama was praying over me, sitting in a chair between my bed and Celia’s. Papa was standing in the doorway, his face in a frown that was sad and . . . something else. Angry?

What little energy I had was focused on the ceiling tiles. It strained my eyes to look at anything else, and straining my eyes made me feel like I was going to throw up.

Mama pressed something into my hand.

“It’s my Saint Christopher medal, Krezi,” she said, and she began praying again.

The patron saint of travelers. That seemed like closing the barn once the horse had escaped, but I didn’t say anything to her. I held the medal and stared at the ceiling.

They did tests on me. There must have been something wrong with my face, because each new nurse that came in stared and made a comment like, “It looks like you’ve had better days” or “Did they already get you some pain meds, honey?”

I dozed on and off, but I don’t think it was really sleep—it was just unconsciousness. Blank and empty.

After what felt like days, but was probably only hours, I was awake and sitting up. The doctor announced that I didn’t have a spinal injury, and Mama praised Jesus and Our Lady. I was too drugged to feel anything, good or bad.

I had a concussion, the doctor said, and a broken nose. And I had a fever of 102, which seemed to worry everyone most of all. They made me stay in the ER for a long time, even after they’d released Celia. But once I’d endured several more hours, another scan, and another wait for another doctor, they decided that the fever wasn’t related to the concussion. It was the flu, or a cold, or something else. I wasn’t paying a lot of attention. I was thinking about the black circles forming around my eyes and nose, and about how awful I’d look when school started next week. By then the bruises would be a sickly yellow green. A perfect way to start high school.

It was nighttime when I got released, but the ever-present heat of August in Las Vegas still hung in the air, adding to my nausea as an orderly wheeled me out to Papa’s waiting minivan.

I cautiously took a few steps across the asphalt and climbed into the backseat. The medicine was wearing off, and I could feel a heavy pressure in my face, like my nose had been stuffed full of tissue. My head didn’t hurt exactly, but I was dizzy and still felt—I don’t know. I felt off.

Papa drove quietly, and Mama seemed to have tired herself out praying. Papa was probably thinking about the hospital bill. Maybe Mama was, too. I know I was.

But that turned out to be the least of our problems. Because when we went home, I got in bed, and then burned the house down.





TWO

CELIA WAS ALREADY HALF-ASLEEP, BUT she opened her eyes when I came in. She reached for the lamp on the table between our beds and turned it on.

“Krezi,” she said quietly, “are you okay?”

“She’s got a fever,” Mama answered for me. “Santa Maria, bless us.”

I walked slowly to my dresser and found my pajamas. I was okay when I didn’t move my head quickly, so I tried to just stare forward, not tilting my head up or down, or left to right.

“A fever with a concussion? What does that mean?” Celia asked, sitting up. She was four years older than me, only a few months out of high school, but she’d always seemed more responsible than anyone else in the family—even my parents.

“It means she’s sick,” Mama said, “but the doctors don’t know what’s wrong with her.”

I carefully pulled off my bloodied T-shirt. “It’s not serious,” I told Celia. “They don’t think the fever has anything to do with the concussion.”

My mama’s voice was loud enough to wake the rest of the house. “It’s not serious, she says! My baby has a fever of one hundred and two degrees and she says it’s not serious!”

I ignored her and finished changing clothes.

“You pay attention to her tonight,” Mama said to Celia. “I should probably come and sleep in this room.”

“I’ll be fine, Mama,” I said, trying to ignore the pain that was pushing through the dwindling haze of the medicine. “I just want to sleep.”

“The doctor said she needs to rest her brain,” Mama told Celia. “I don’t know if she’ll be able to start school.”

“Mama.” I turned and felt a wave of dizziness. “The doctor said I should be fine by the time school starts.”

She raised her hands to heaven. “The doctor doesn’t even know what’s giving you a fever!”

“The doctor told me to sleep,” I said, sitting gingerly on the bed. “That’s all I want to do.”

Mama pointed a finger at Celia. “You keep an eye on your sister.” Her eyes softened, and she crossed to Celia and hugged her. “And you take care of yourself, too, my baby.”

I lay down, pulling a sheet over myself. Our swamp cooler kept some of the desert heat out, but it was still a hot night—and my fever made me feel even warmer.

Mama kissed me lightly on the forehead and turned off the lamp. “Good night, Lucretia. Remember to say your prayers.”

“Good night, Mama.”

It seemed like it took me a while to fall asleep, but I was too incoherent to know for sure. I tried to get comfortable, but every time I moved, the room would start to spin, or pain would zap through my face and skull. I was sweating, and I took off the bedsheet, but then I got chills and pulled it back on, along with my blanket.

Celia stayed awake for a while, watching me through half-closed eyes, but eventually I heard her breathing turn slow and steady.

I found myself imagining the accident over and over again, or maybe I was finally remembering what had happened. I was sitting next to Celia, and a massive blue-green car from the 1970s came roaring up behind us. I flew forward in slow motion, the dashboard getting closer and closer. The fake leather was cracked and dusty, and I noticed every detail—the chip in the windshield, the dead fly by the front vent, the corner of a receipt sticking out of the glove box. And then I smashed into the dash, felt my nose breaking, felt my brain ricochet around my skull, felt blood gush out my nostrils.

I gripped the door handle as tight as I could, my eyes squeezed shut as I fought against the shock and pain in my face. Shattered glass exploded around me, peppering me with tiny crumbling shards. Celia was screaming.

And I felt so hot. The warm blood on my lips and chin. The heat of the Nevada desert shining down through the open windshield. My hand on the sun-baked vinyl door handle.

My hand was so hot.

And Celia was screaming.

I opened my eyes.

I was in my room, my right hand gripping the leg of the bedside table. It was engulfed in flames.

Celia leapt out of bed, yanking me free from the burning wood.

A chunk of charcoal came off in my fingers, and I dropped it on the carpet.

“We have to get out of here!” Celia screamed in my face, but I just stared at the fire, too stunned to react. The flames were racing up the wall, spreading across the ceiling like dancing snakes.

She slapped me, and lights exploded through my head.

“Come on!” She pulled me by the arm and thrust me through the door.

I was running now, throwing open the door to my brothers’ room and yelling at them to wake up. I picked up Cesar, my youngest brother, and ran into the hall, colliding with Papa.

“Get out of the house,” he yelled, and pushed past me toward my bedroom.

I darted down the stairs with Cesar, nearly tripping on a pair of discarded shoes, and tore the front door open.

I hadn’t realized how much smoke was in the house until I was outside in the still, warm August night and I could finally breathe clean air.

“What’s going on, Krezi?” Cesar asked sleepily.

“Everything’s okay,” I told him, turning to look back at the fire. My bedroom window was glowing and flickering, flames eating up the curtains. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

Celia and the other boys came outside, herded by Mama, and then finally Papa. Smoke was billowing out the front door now, and Mama made us move into the street. I could see flames in my brothers’ window.

Cesar clung to my neck. I felt like I was in a bubble, things happening frantically around me as I stared at my house—the only home I’d ever known—burning down in front of me. Papa was pacing as he shouted into his cell phone. Mama was hugging the two other boys, and Celia was holding my hand.

She wasn’t just holding it. She was looking at it, shining the light of her phone onto it.

I wasn’t burned. My hand had been in the middle of the fire, clutching burning wood, and it wasn’t even blistered. There wasn’t a mark there at all.

It didn’t make any sense.

But Celia didn’t spend too much time checking on me. She squeezed my unharmed hand, kissed Cesar, and then moved to Mama, talking and gesturing wildly as she described the fire. My hand was the least of her concerns. I stared down at it for a minute, and when Mama came to take Cesar from me I looked at it more closely, stretching my fingers and tightening them into a fist.

I was in a daze. I don’t know if it was from the fire or my concussion, but I just wasn’t connected to the world around me. I should have been huddled with everyone else, gazing painfully at the life that was being eaten up in the blaze. But instead I stared at my hand and thought of the charcoal, remembering the red-hot coals that had fallen from my fingers and ignited the carpet.

And I felt cool. My fever had broken.





THREE

FIREFIGHTERS CAME. THE STREET WAS a mass of sirens and people and flashing lights. All the neighbors watched as water was blasted through our broken windows.

By the time most of the flames were extinguished, our aunt was there to take me and Cesar to her house. The other boys and Celia were going to various neighbors’, but Mama was worried about my concussion and about little Cesar being away from family. I climbed into the front seat of the car as ashes—wispy pieces of my old life—settled gently onto the windshield.

We pulled away from the crowds and the emergency vehicles, and I finally started to cry.

When I wiped my cheeks, black soot smeared onto my hand.

 

An inspector from the fire department visited the next morning. He was a short, stocky man, with biceps as big as my head. He had a metal clipboard and he made a note as he sat down in the recliner across from me. I was on the couch, wearing clothes that drowned me—my aunt didn’t have any kids, and she was probably six sizes bigger than me.

“The fire seems to have started in your bedroom,” the inspector said. “Can you tell me about anything that was plugged in?”

My head was aching and my fever was back. Talking to him seemed like too much work. “Uh, we had a lamp on the table, and Celia had an alarm clock—just a little clock radio.”

“Candles? Incense?”

“No.”

“Anything else?”

“Cell-phone chargers?” I said, trying to think. The doctor had told me I wasn’t supposed to think too hard because of the concussion—he wanted me to get “cognitive rest”—but I’d spent every minute stewing over the fire. And my hand in the fire.

“Were they plugged in at the time?”

“I don’t remember.” I didn’t have my phone—that I knew for sure—but I wasn’t certain if I’d left it in my room or maybe lost it in the car after the accident.

“Do you recall if any of the cords were frayed, or kinked or cracked?”

I shook my head and the pain flared. “No. I mean, no, I don’t remember. I have this concussion. But I don’t think so.”

“I heard about that,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’ll just be another couple minutes. Your sister said she thought you came in contact with the flames.”

I started to nod and then stopped myself. “Yeah.” I reached out my hand. “It looked like it was right in the fire, but the paramedics checked it out and they said I was fine.”

He glanced at my palm for just a moment and made a note.

“Is that normal?” I asked. “That your hand can be in flames and not be burned?”

“It’s definitely not normal. You’re a lucky girl.”

“What would explain it?” I pressed. “I mean, what if I was really sweaty? Would that have anything to do with it?”

“Sweating may be a part of it,” he said, scrunching up his face into an uncertain frown. “They say that’s part of the reason people can walk on hot coals. But if I were to take a guess—and I don’t mean to discount anything you’re saying—I’d say that you have a head injury and didn’t see things exactly as they happened.”

“I saw my hand in the flames,” I said, suddenly feeling defensive. “I was holding a piece of burning wood.”

“When you’re in the middle of a stressful event, everything seems to go a lot slower than it actually is. You probably were in the flame, and you probably were touching the wood, but it was just for an instant. It’s impossible to do what you’re describing and not be burned, so you must have been seeing—misinterpreting—things.”

I knew that was wrong. I looked down at my hand again.

“Our best guess at this point,” he continued, “is that there was faulty wiring in the outlet behind your table. It doesn’t appear that any of this was caused by you or your sister. We’ll wait and see what the more detailed inspection shows.”

“Okay.” It was good news, of course, even if something felt wrong. I flexed my hand, and then rubbed my face and forehead. I was sweating, even with the air conditioner running.

“I’ll show myself out,” the fire investigator said, and I realized I’d been in a daze for maybe a full minute, ignoring him.

He left, a puff of heat coming in from outside as he opened the door and then closed it behind him.

They said we hadn’t started it. But what about my hand? I’d been there in the fire, touching it.

Had I started it? Of course I hadn’t. How could I have?

 

On the third day after the fire, I wandered the seven blocks back to my old house. I wasn’t supposed to be exercising, but walking hardly seemed like exercise.

It was scorching outside, and I wished I were wearing one of my tank tops instead of an oversized T-shirt. I looked awful, but at least I wasn’t going to see anyone. Besides, with my nose in a splint and my face black and blue, I doubted anyone would recognize me.

I was burning up and sweating like a horse when I got to my block. I was getting used to the fever now and I kept a small blue-and-white plastic thermometer in my pants pocket. I took my temperature as I walked.

102.

My mama probably would have freaked out and taken me straight to the doctor, but she was busy with the other kids. I was in the care of my aunt, and to her a fever was only a cold. Hardly something to worry about when my whole life had just burned to the ground.

Besides, it had to be at least 110 outside. I bet everybody in Vegas had fevers all summer long. The heat was normal. It was awful, but you got used to it. Even on this rule-breaking walk to the house I’d been smart enough to bring a bottle of water. I was prepared.

I wasn’t ready for the destruction of the house, though.

The front wall was still there, but the roof was gone. Looking through the windows, I could see that the back wall was partially collapsed.

My room, the place where it had all started, was just . . . nonexistent. The hole for the window was there, up on the second floor, but through it I only saw blue sky.

Yellow emergency tape had been strung from one end of the yard to the other, blocking off the whole lot. I ducked under it and walked to the front step.

The door was missing, and in the empty entryway was a pile of rubble smothered in the black slag of wet ash. It looked like the flows of volcanic rock I’d seen in shows about Hawaii. The sludge clung to everything, dripping out the windows and down the porch.

I couldn’t go in. There was nowhere to step, and it was clear the house was a total loss. I had hoped that something would have survived. But everything was gone. Every picture I’d ever taken, every note I’d ever written. It was all gone, and even though I told myself they were all just things—that’s what my aunt kept saying, “It’s all just things, and you can replace things”—I felt like everything I was had burned into nothingness.

A horn honked and I jumped, pain dancing around my brain.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

I turned to see Celia.

“You’re supposed to be at Aunt Mary’s house, Krezi,” she shouted from her car window. The trunk was smashed and deformed, held closed with a bungee cord.

I wanted to cry, but I was all dried up. Too hot, and too tired, and too dead inside. Everything was gone. And I couldn’t stop thinking about how it started—where it started.

“Do you know what Mama would say if she found you here? Of course you do. Get in.”

I walked to her and obediently opened the door. Celia was glaring at me.

“You got the car back,” I said. The windshield was replaced, and the upholstery was spotless—cleaned of all our blood.

“What’s left of it,” she said. “It’s drivable. That’s about all I can say for it.”

I felt the dashboard with my hand, expecting to find some dent from my face, but there was nothing.

It was quiet for a few blocks. I could tell Celia wanted to say something—she kept sucking in a breath, and then stopping herself.

“What?” I finally asked.

“What do you mean, ‘What’?”

“What are you not telling me?”

She sighed. “Did the fire inspector come to see you?”

“Yeah, a couple of days ago. He seemed like a nice guy.”

Celia grimaced and gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Papa got a copy of the report. It says that the source of the fire is suspected to be wiring, but that the exact cause can’t be determined.”

“So?”

“So now the insurance company is talking like they’re going to challenge the report.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“It means,” Celia said, glancing over at me, “that they might not pay for the house.”

“What? But they have to.”

“Not if it was caused because of something we did.”

“But it wasn’t,” I said, fear curling in on me. I couldn’t get that image of the flames in my hand out of my head. “We were both asleep!”

“I know that, but Papa is talking about getting a lawyer.”

“Where are we going to live?”

“I don’t know.” Celia turned the corner and pulled up in front of my aunt’s house.

“What are we going to do?”

“I’m going to work,” she said. “You’re going to get back inside and lie down.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“I know what you mean.”

I climbed out of the car and watched her drive away, off to the Las Vegas strip. I wondered where she’d get a new usher uniform. All her work clothes must have burned up.

I turned and headed toward the house, stopping on the front porch to take my temperature again.

102.5.

I should have gotten out of the sun, but I couldn’t bring myself to. Inside I’d just have to hear more of my aunt’s inspirational quotes, and pretend that everything was okay, and try to put on a happy face so Cesar wouldn’t get upset. I didn’t want to do any of those things.

I stepped off the porch and walked around to the back of the house. I unscrewed the cap off my water bottle and swallowed half of it in a long chug. I wondered what it would be like to live in a place where you weren’t always fighting the weather. Nevada summers required constant planning to go anywhere—the right clothes, the right hat, the right sunscreen. Even in Celia’s car, we kept a twenty-four pack of bottled water in the trunk, just in case.

I walked through my aunt’s backyard and into the barren desert behind.

It didn’t take long before I was panting and sweating and wishing that the sun would go down. The only shade was behind one of the big rocks at the base of Sunrise Mountain, and I huddled myself into the shadow, leaning against the cool stone. I was breathing so hard and dripping wet.

I took my temperature. 105. Someone told me once that if your temperature gets that high you’re literally cooking. I didn’t know if that was true, but it seemed that way. I drank the rest of the water I had with me, but it just felt like . . .

It felt like right before you throw up—that panicked feeling of “I have to get to a bathroom right now,” where your body is telling you that something is coming and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. It was like that, but without the nausea.

Santa Maria, I’m going to die! I was shaking, and I pressed into the boulder just to have something to hold on to, but nothing was helping. I felt like I was going to explode.

And then something did.

Whatever was inside me—that surge of sickness, that something terrible—overwhelmed me, and I felt something leave my body: a zap of electricity to set my hair on end and make my teeth sting. There was an enormous crack, louder than the sound of the car accident, louder than when Celia and I went to the Strip and watched them demolish an old hotel—and then the boulder split with a sharp crack down the center.

I screamed and stumbled backward as the two halves of the rock—a huge rock, the size of a car—collapsed.

A cloud of dust hung in the air.

And I felt cool. Cool, like a winter breeze was blowing over me. But a breeze would have disturbed that cloud of dust, and it was just hovering in front of me.





FOUR

I RAN BACK TO MY aunt’s house, flinging the back door open and rushing upstairs. She called to me, asking where I’d been and telling me that my mama would be angry. But I didn’t care. I locked myself in the guest room, tears streaming down my cheeks.

I fumbled for the thermometer and shoved it in my mouth, under my tongue. I waited, nervous—petrified—as its timer clicked down. Finally it beeped, and I pulled it from my lips.

Ninety-nine.

What was happening to me?

I picked up the phone to call Celia. She didn’t answer. She never had her cell on when she was working.

I tried to take slow breaths, pressed my fingers to my damp neck to feel my thrumming heartbeat.

I dialed Mama but stopped myself before I entered the last number.

What was I supposed to tell her? That I broke a boulder in half?

No. Telling Mama would be confessing to starting the fire at the house. And if I started the fire, then the insurance wouldn’t pay. And if they didn’t pay, then what did that mean? That the family would be destitute? Because their daughter was a freak?

“Krezi?” my aunt called from the hallway. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” I said, trying to make it sound like I wasn’t panting for air.

“You shouldn’t be outside, hon,” she said. “You need to rest. Cesar’s taking a nap if you want to come down and watch TV.”

“I’ll be okay.” I went into the bathroom and took a cold shower and hoped that the fever would never come back.

 

I called Celia, and left her a message that I needed to talk. Now. Afterward I lay in bed, all the blankets off, and tried to read a book.

I took my temperature every ten minutes.

101.

101.3.

101.7.

102.

School was supposed to start in two days. I couldn’t go like this. But could I stay in my aunt’s house? What if I burned it down, just like I’d burned down mine?

Had I really just done that? It seemed so obvious now, but impossible just the same.

I called Mama and told her about the fever.

“I’m sorry that I haven’t been coming to check on you, Krezi. With everything else going on, I’ve just let your aunt take care of it. I love you, my baby. I’m praying for you.”

“I love you, too, Mama,” I said, not sure how much else I should say. I needed help, but I couldn’t give any sign that I’d started the fire. “I’m just wondering if I should go to the doctor.”

“How high did your temperature get?”

“One hundred and five.”

“Was that while you were outside? Your aunt told me you went somewhere. You know it’s too hot out there, and you’re already so sick.” I could hear the exasperation in her voice.

“Yes,” I said. “But it’s always high. I really think I should go in.”

“Is it still high?”

“One hundred and two.”

“What about the other warning signs they told you to watch out for? Seizures? Vomiting? Confusion?”

“Confusion, a little. But even if I didn’t have a concussion, wouldn’t a fever of one hundred and five be a reason to go to the ER?”

“Krezi, you didn’t have a fever of one hundred and five. If you did, you would be dead. Saints save us.” I could picture her crossing herself on the other end of the line.

“Mama, I’m just telling you what the thermometer said.”

“It must have been broken. The best thing you can do right now is sleep. School starts in a couple days. Just sleep and rest and don’t think too hard, and you’ll be back with your friends soon.”

I told her I would, even though I was surprised. That didn’t sound like something Mama would say. Usually she babied me and worried over me. She hadn’t even invoked the name of the Blessed Virgin, which she did whenever I was the least bit ill.

I took my temperature again. 102.8. It was climbing too fast. What if . . . what if something happened again?

 

Celia came over that night, carrying three big bags of clothing for us from Walmart. They were nothing fancy, but she didn’t have a lot of money, and I didn’t complain.

“Did you have to buy a new uniform?” I asked, looking at the Luxor Hotel RealityFlux logo on her shirt.

“Ugh, yes,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Can you believe this awful shirt costs thirty-five dollars? And do you think they cared that my house had burned down, and it wasn’t my fault that my other shirts went up in flames? Not a bit.”

Guilt raged inside me, but I tamped it down. I didn’t know what to say. “You should find a new job.”

“It’s not that bad. It’s air-conditioned, and the pay is decent—better than I could get as a waitress—and I’m not really qualified for anything else. I get to watch the magic show every night—I’m six months into the job and still haven’t figured out how he does anything.”

“It’s magic,” I said with a nervous smile.

“Yeah, right,” she said, leaning back in the rocking chair in the guest room. “Your face doesn’t look as awful.”

“Oh, thanks so much,” I groaned.

She giggled. “I mean it. In this light, it just looks like you have dark circles under your eyes, like you haven’t slept well.”

“In this light,” I said. “I don’t think the fluorescent bulbs at school will be as flattering. Plus I have this stupid brace taped to my nose. I’m going to be the hottest girl in high school.”

“High school isn’t all people make it out to be.”

I sighed and flopped back onto the bed. “I love how people who aren’t in high school always brush it off like it’s no big deal.”

“It just seems like it while you’re there.”

“Oh, you’re so wise, Celia,” I mocked. “Share more of your wisdom.”

She laughed and threw a pillow at me.

I had the sudden sensation I’d had at the rock, a brief flash of that something inside me that wanted to get out.

“Can I ask you something?” My stomach was churning with nervous energy.

“What?” she asked, pulling a shirt from the Walmart bag and holding it up.

All this time I’d been waiting to tell her, but no. I couldn’t. It was too stupid—too crazy—to explain. Crazy Krezi—that’s what Celia used to call me. It had been a joke for years, but I started to wonder if it was true. Was the fire inspector right? Was the fire in my hand all a figment of my imagination? Was the broken boulder just a hallucination from a high fever and a concussion?

“What is it?” Celia asked, folding the shirt and setting it on the bed.

“Can you do me a favor?” I asked, and dug in my pocket. “Can you get me a new thermometer when you go to the store? Mama doesn’t trust this one.”

She smiled. “Already trying to fake sick to get out of school?”

“Whatever. Can you do it? I swear, my fever has been through the roof.”

Celia stood and put her hand on my forehead and then my cheek. “You feel hot to me. Maybe you shouldn’t have walked all the way to the house when you’re sick.”

“I’ll be more careful.”





FIVE

TWO DAYS LATER I MOVED back in with my family. 

We had an apartment now. Just a little place, with hardly any furniture, but at least the family was together again.

“Finish your cereal,” Mama told me as I was rushing through my meal. “You’re still healing.”

I didn’t know what Froot Loops were going to do to help my broken nose, or the never-ending bruises under my eyes, but I tried to eat anyway.

I must have lost at least five pounds since the car accident. I didn’t know if it was the concussion or the fever, but I always felt like I was on the verge of throwing up. Of course, all of me felt like something wasn’t right—it wasn’t just my stomach.

Mama put her hand on my forehead and then told me to take my temperature.

“I just drank milk,” I said. “I think I’m supposed to wait.”

“Take your temperature. You’ll be late for the bus.”

I put the thermometer under my tongue and stood up from the table. My backpack was waiting on the counter, and I pulled it on as my brothers scrambled around me.

“Thith apartment ith too thmall,” I said out of the side of my mouth, keeping the thermometer in place.

“It’s the best we can do under the circumstances,” Mama said, obviously frazzled.

I tried to watch the ticking numbers with crossed eyes, and I moved to the door to get out of the way. After twenty more seconds it beeped.

“One hundred and one,” I read to Mama. “I need to go to the doctor, not to school.”

She put bowls in front of the boys and poured out cereal. “You need to go to school, Krezi.”

“One hundred and one!” I said again, holding out the thermometer. “That’s not normal. That’s, like, supersick.”

“Do you have any other symptoms?” Mama asked, shoving the Froot Loops box back on the shelf and reaching for the milk. “Anything else the doctors told you to watch out for?”

“I have a headache,” I said. “And doesn’t a high fever count as a symptom?”

“Krezi,” she said, slamming the milk jug down. “Do you want to know why I’m not taking you to the doctor? Because our house just burned down. Because we’re still paying our mortgage and also paying rent for this apartment that you think is too small. Because your papa has to work double shifts to try to put food on the table. Because the insurance company doesn’t want to pay for the house, because they think you girls must have had something in your room that started the fire.”

I didn’t say anything. Everyone was quiet except for Cesar, who was slurping his cereal.

“I love you, baby,” Mama said. “I’m praying for you. I pray for you every minute of the day. But go to school.”

I nodded. She turned back to the sink, and I opened the door and walked slowly to the bus stop.

 

First period was boring. I sat next to a girl I’d known from middle school, but we didn’t talk. I was too busy thinking about everything Mama had said. The teacher was going over vocabulary words and I was mindlessly writing them down and doodling on the page as she defined each one and used it in a sentence. When she got to the third, I felt my heart drop.

“Insolvency,” Mrs. Romney said. “An inability to pay a debt. Of, or relating to, bankruptcy.”

The kids around me were scribbling down the word, but I just stared at the teacher and the list she was reading from.

“The man’s small business was failing, and he was in insolvency,” she said, giving an example sentence.

Were my parents going to go bankrupt? I’d read Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations in eighth grade, so I knew about bankruptcies in the old days. They used to send people to prison if they couldn’t pay their debts. I was sure they didn’t do that anymore, but what did they do?

What was my family going to lose besides the house? What were they going to lose because of me?

I’d get a job. Even if it was something terrible, even if it was just working at the Pollos Hermanos on the corner. I could earn money. Maybe I could get a job with Celia—how hard was it to be an usher at a dumb casino magic show? We used to joke that Celia got the job because it was at the Luxor Casino and she was so pretty, but it wasn’t like her uniform was revealing or anything like that. A fifteen-year-old could take tickets just as well as a nineteen-year-old.

After class I went to the computer lab and started searching for minimum-wage after-school jobs. There seemed to be plenty of them, though most wouldn’t hire anyone under sixteen.

I took my temperature.

103.

I wiped sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand, and then headed to math, money still weighing heavily on my mind. Minimum wage was $8.25. I worked through the budget on my notepad while the teacher droned on about something. It was a review of what we learned last year, and I knew all of that stuff.

$8.25 times twenty hours per week, times four weeks in a month: $660. I could work twenty hours a week—that was what all of the jobs I saw online offered. Evenings and weekends. I could do my homework late at night, or when I wasn’t working on Saturday and Sunday.

Maybe I could be a waitress and work for tips. I’d seen some of those jobs posted, too, and that might bring in even more money.

Would an extra six or seven hundred dollars a month help keep my family from going bankrupt?

“Miss Torreón?”

I looked up from my notebook to see Mr. Vargas standing a few feet in front of my desk. The whole class was looking at me.

“I hate to interrupt, Lucretia,” he said, “but do you want to join us?”

“I’m sorry,” I said, wiping again at the sweat on my face and temples.

“Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine.” I knew I could go to the nurse and be sent home, but I also knew what Mama would say—she’d said it all this morning.

“Then would you like to show the class how to factor this polynomial?”

My stomach fell. I wanted to get out of that room—to be anywhere besides standing at the board. I still felt like I was burning up, sweat dripping down my back and plastering my hair to the sides of my face. The last thing I wanted was attention.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “This is all catch-up from last year.” He turned my notebook and inspected it. “And it looks like you’ve been doing math, even if you haven’t been following along.”

He handed me a green dry-erase marker and pointed to the whiteboard.

An equation was written in red.

x2-2x-15

Factoring. I knew how to do this. I’d done it a hundred times last year. Probably more than that.

I held the green marker in my hand tightly and pressed its tip to the board.

Why hadn’t I been paying attention?

I drew two pairs of parentheses. That was how you always started.

A drop of sweat broke free from the back of my neck and dribbled down my spine.

Did factoring even matter? Papa didn’t factor at his job; I was sure of it. Celia didn’t have to factor to take tickets at the RealityFlux show at the Luxor.

Focus. I needed to start with the fifteen.

I wiped the side of my face. The marker felt wet and slippery in my hand.

Fifteen was divisible by what? One and fifteen.

I should just hand Mr. Vargas this marker and go back to my seat, or leave. Go home. Go to my aunt’s house. Go to the fire department and tell them what actually happened at the house. Go to a doctor and ask how my hand could have been in the middle of a fire—holding a piece of burning wood—and not get a single blister.

“We’re waiting, Lucretia,” Mr. Vargas said.

Fifteen is divisible by what? Three and five.

I felt a drip on my arm, and for a moment it stung. I looked at my hand.

The marker was melting, dripping plastic over my thumb and down my forearm.

I shrieked and dropped it.

And then it felt like I was flying forward, like all the weight of my body was hurtling through my arm and hand and out of my fingers, like a stopper had just been pulled from a drain. Like the gates at a horse race had snapped open, releasing the tensed energy of a dozen raging thoroughbreds. A blast of light burst right in front of me, arcing from my hand and across the wall.

I fell backward into the desks, pain bouncing through my still-healing head as I hit the floor. There were screams all around me and I struggled to stand.

Smoke was billowing up to the ceiling, and a moment later the fire alarm sounded.

I put my hands over my ears and felt cold sweat on my face. Everyone around me was screaming and running.

The whiteboard was split in two, charred black in a jagged curve. The left side of the board sagged, now held in place by only a single screw, and then it finally gave way and clattered to the floor.

The brick behind it was cracked, exactly where the board had been cut.

Someone grabbed my arm, and I turned to see Mr. Vargas pulling me up from the carpet.

“Get out,” he shouted, and then left me to help another kid.

Instead of running, I stood and stared at the devastation—the papers floating through the air, the crumbling brick clattering down from the black scar on the wall.

“Lucretia Torreón,” Mr. Vargas shouted. “Evacuate. Just like a fire drill. Are you hurt?”

I started to walk toward the door, and I looked down at my hand. Melted plastic had dripped and wrapped around my forearm, and it had hardened into a latticework that I quickly tore away. The plastic was cool now, and brittle, and it flecked off into bits. There was no burn underneath it, no blister or rash.

I stepped into the hallway, where the usual chaos of a fire alarm was underway. Students were filing out of the building, talking and spreading rumors about the explosion. I heard someone say it was a fire, and I heard someone else say it was in one of the chemistry rooms.

I didn’t see any of my friends—this school was so much bigger than my last one—and I sat down in the sparse shade of a tree.

What had just happened? It wasn’t like the boulder—there had been no blast of heat then. And it wasn’t like the house—that had been a small fire in the palm of my hand. But it was all coming from me. Whatever it was, I had done it. There was no question anymore.





SIX

I DIDN’T GO HOME THAT afternoon, even though the school closed early.

The fire department came, but I didn’t have to give a statement. There had been an adult in the room, and that was more important than the fifteen-year-old who was standing at the board. A paramedic checked on me, and aside from telling me that I had a low fever—99.5—she said I appeared to be fine.

I was glad. I didn’t want to go back to the hospital. I wanted to go out to the rocks behind my aunt’s house. I hurried to the bus stop, joining a huge group of kids all heading home.

“Are you okay?”

I looked up to see Brittany, a girl I knew from middle school. She had been in my math class, and had seen it all happen.

“What was that in there?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. Did she suspect me?

“They’re saying it was an electrical fire,” Brittany said.

“Who is?” I asked, finally meeting her eyes.

She shrugged. “Just kids. I swear, it nearly blinded me. I don’t know how you’re not hurt.”

I held out my hands, showing the undamaged skin. “I guess I was lucky.”

“At least we got to skip math, right?” she said with a smile.

I nodded, though I couldn’t get excited about anything. I was worried—terrified. I’d burned down my house, ruined my family’s finances, and now I was destroying the school. There was nowhere I could go anymore.

I was starting to sweat again.

 

The bus let me off two blocks from my aunt’s house, but I didn’t bother stopping there. I hiked into the desert, up a broad canyon on Sunrise Mountain. I didn’t have any water with me, and I knew that was stupid. It had to be over 100 degrees outside. I should have been lying down in an air-conditioned house.

None of this made any sense. It was like something from a movie—only in movies they never showed the nausea or the fever or the ruined life.

When I was out of sight of the last house in the subdivision, around a bend in the dry canyon, I slipped my backpack off and rummaged through it. There wasn’t much in there, but at the bottom I found a small bottle of lotion.

I let the backpack fall and took a few steps from it, the lotion grasped firmly in my right hand.

Now what?

I held the bottle in my fist, the same way I held the dry-erase marker. I laid it flat on my palm.

Nothing was happening.

Was I doing something wrong?

Or was there nothing to do wrong? Was I just crazy? Had what happened at school been a fluke? Had all of it been bizarre coincidence? A frayed lamp and an electrical fire at the school made so much more sense than . . . than whatever I was trying here. I felt my face flush. I was losing my mind.

But what about the burns? I should have been burned back at the house—my hand had been engulfed in flame. And today a marker had melted in my fingers. I should have second- and third-degree burns all over my palm and down my arm, where the plastic had dripped.

And what about the broken rock?

That was completely different. There had been no heat, no fire. It was just a pop and a crack. I mean, it was loud—one of the loudest things I’d ever heard—but it didn’t match the other events.

I was crazy. Crazy Krezi thought that she was making things burn and melt and break. She was living in a world of make-believe like a little kid.

Ugh. I clutched my hand around the lotion and closed my eyes in tired disgust.

I wanted to be in the shade, to hide myself under a rock and catch my breath, but I didn’t move. One part of my brain was telling me to calm down, while the other part wanted me to get upset. So far, I hadn’t done anything—anything weird—when I was calm and my fever was low. It was only when I was sick and panicked.

Sick and panicked.

I focused on the aching in my head, on the heat burning through my veins.

I shook my head, feeling the sharp needles of pain in my broken nose and my cracked skull. I felt dizzy at the movement. Dizzy and angry and sweaty.

There was a sudden swelling—almost too fast to notice—and I opened my eyes just in time to see the bottle explode, spraying lotion into the air.

I didn’t pay any attention to the mess of steaming-hot droplets falling to the ground around me. The soft plastic was in my fist, burning in a small ball of flame, the bottle turning brown and then black, popping and bubbling on my palm.

I reached out a tentative finger from my left hand and poked the melting goo, ready to recoil in pain.

It was completely cool. I drew a long piece of plastic away, like cheese on a hot pizza.

I was touching fire. I was completely unhurt. This wasn’t a concussion or a fever dream. This was real.

No. It was unreal. It shouldn’t be happening.

I balled my fist, mashing the hot plastic together, and then I threw the mess at a rock, where it splattered in a small, flaming glob.

I checked my hands. Not a single blister. Not even red.

Yanking my backpack up from the ground, I searched for something else I could use, but there were only textbooks. We already had plenty of money problems without needing to replace those.

I grabbed a rock from the ground—an oblong, rough piece of sandstone. I couldn’t light this on fire, but what would happen if I held it in my hand, like the lotion?

At first, it remained completely intact. Just a dirty hunk of stone. I put both hands on it, holding it like one of my brother’s video-game controllers.

I tried to focus. I tried to clear my mind of everything but that piece of rock—its bumps and contours and dusty surface. I put my mind inside the stone, imagining I was looking at it from the inside out.

Nothing happened.

I dropped it on the ground, wiped sweat from my forehead, and then sat in the shade next to my backpack, exhausted.

With one final, angry thought, I whipped my hand out toward the rock, like Spider-Man shooting a web.

And the rock disappeared in a cloud of dirt and pebbles.

I was too stunned to cover my face as the shower of dust fell over me. I had just . . . shot a rock?

I looked for something else, and spotted another rock, about the same size.

I flicked out my arm like a whip, but instead of just hitting the rock I blew a line through the dry, caked ground. As the dust settled I could see the path of destruction, a three-inch-wide channel in the earth that led to the spot where the rock had been moments before.

I fired again, this time aiming two fingers like the barrel of a gun before I—what? Before I released energy? Before I pushed with my mind? Before I let go? It felt like something was leaving my body—something was building up inside me and being released. But what was it?

I spent an hour in the canyon before I ran out of power. I could tell it was going—I was sweating more, cool shivers creeping over me.

But I’d done it. I’d figured out how to do . . . it.

Whatever it was.

 

The next morning I missed the bus on purpose and walked to Our Lady of Perpetual Peace Church. I opened the door quietly, stepping into the cool, dark interior of the adobe building. The chapel was empty, and I made my way to the front. I was sweating down my back as I stopped in front of the array of votive candles. I put fifty cents in the box, whispering a prayer to Saint Godebertha.

A fire had been sweeping through her town, ravaging everything in its path, and Godebertha, a nun, had stepped in front of the flames, made the sign of the cross, and the inferno was extinguished.

I reached into one of the glass cups that held a candle, and I touched the wick between my thumb and forefinger.

A flame flickered to life.





SEVEN

IT WAS NEARLY TWO IN the morning when Celia came home. Even in the dark apartment she looked tired, her silhouette hunched and slow.

“Hey,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

She turned. “Why are you up?”

“Can we talk for a minute?”

She opened the closet and pulled off her polo shirt from the Luxor.

“Sure,” she said. “What’s up?”

“Don’t get undressed,” I said, and climbed out from under my blanket. I was still in my T-shirt and shorts. “Let’s go outside.”

There was a pause. “Do you realize how late it is?”

“I know you’re tired,” I said. “I just need to show you something.”

Slowly she put her shirt back on. “This had better be important.”

I led her out of the apartment, past my parents’ room, where Papa was snoring loudly, past the couch in the living room, where one of my brothers was sleeping. It was still hot outside, and I knew my fever was back. It never stayed away long.

Celia closed the door behind her and crossed her arms. “What is this about?”

I’d thought of about a million ways to try to explain this. I could beg her to take me to a doctor. I could tell her I was a freak show and she should be afraid of me. I could confess to burning down the house. But in my head all of those explanations ended with me locked up in a hospital, and my family faced with medical bills on top of mortgage bills. Bankruptcy. My fault, all of it.

“You know how we need money? Our family, I mean?”

She didn’t say anything. Her ponytail was coming undone, and her eyelids were drooping.

“I think I’ve found a way to get some,” I said. “But I’m going to need your help.”

Even in the dark I could see her roll her eyes. “Krezi, let’s go to bed.”

“No,” I said, and started walking toward the corner of the building. “Let me explain.”

“You’re fifteen,” she said. “I don’t think they’ll even let you work at McDonald’s.”

I turned the corner and stepped into the center courtyard of the apartment complex. There wasn’t much there—a row of trees, a playground, a fenced-in pool. My heart was pounding out of my chest and sweat was dripping down my temples.

As Celia came up behind me I retrieved a handful of items I’d stashed in the dry grass at the base of a tree. She frowned as I gave them to her.

“Look at these,” I said.

“You brought me out here to show me garbage?” she said, holding up a dusty beer bottle with two fingers.

“Just look at them.”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, Krezi. Please don’t tell me you’re going to do a magic trick. I get enough of that at work—”

On her last word she froze, her mouth still hanging slightly open.

“No,” she snapped. “No way. You think that you can do a magic trick and you want me to get you a job at RealityFlux.”

“Will you just look at the stuff?” I pleaded.

She glowered at me, and then turned her gaze down at the handful of garbage. An empty bottle, a paper Pollos Hermanos bag, and a plastic ballpoint pen.

“They all look normal,” she said, a hard edge to her voice.

“Thank you.” I took them from her and set each one on the short cement curb surrounding the playground.

“You’d better make fireworks, Krezi, because I’m way too tired for this.”

I reached out my hand toward the paper bag.

It fell over.

“Oh, please,” Celia said, and turned around.

I grabbed her arm. “That was just the wind. Watch this.”

It was easier now that I knew what I was doing. I’d been in the canyon all afternoon again, until my mouth was so dry and my face so hot that I knew I was getting heatstroke. But after a quick dinner and a cold shower I’d gone out into the alley and kept at it until the sun went down.

I counted down in my mind, and then pushed—like I was drawing every ounce of energy out of my body and forcing it through my shoulder, my bicep, my forearm; and as it moved farther along my arm it gained in strength, in intensity.

There was a flash and the bag—the bag that was fifteen feet away—blazed into flame.

“Speaking of fireworks,” Celia said. I knew that the RealityFlux show lit things on fire. She’d probably seen exactly that kind of thing from the aisles of the theater a hundred times.

“Just watch.”

I pointed at the bottle, focused, felt the surge building up in me, held it in until I couldn’t hold it anymore, and let loose. The bottle shattered in a burst of light, exploding into a thousand grains of brown glass.

I waited for Celia to say something, but she didn’t. I could hear her behind me—heard the sharp intake of breath as she gasped at the explosion—but she didn’t say a word.

Maybe she was amazed. Maybe she was scared. Maybe she was repulsed, wondering what I’d become.

No—she still thought these were tricks. She was looking for the answer—an accomplice in the bushes with a BB gun or a slingshot. Celia saw magic every day, and she knew it was fake.

But this wasn’t.

Without turning back to her I concentrated on the pen. I was trying to show her, trying to convince her I could do different things. I didn’t launch it, or break it, or light it on fire.

I melted it.

It took a minute, and I wasn’t sure that Celia was watching—all I knew was that she hadn’t moved—but soon the white plastic flattened onto the cement. A moment later a splotch of dark ink appeared in the white goo, forming a little oval puddle.

“What the hell are you doing, Krezi?”

Her question shifted my concentration, and my careful melting turned into direct heat—the puddle flickered into a fire that quickly blackened and charred what was left of the pen.

“I want a job at RealityFlux,” I said, turning back to her and letting the plastic burn out.

“How much money did you spend on those tricks?” she asked, crossing her arms.

“I didn’t spend anything on them.”

“So you looked them up on the internet? Our family is going bankrupt and your answer is to learn a card trick.”

“This wasn’t a card trick.”

“Do you know how many things light on fire in that show? You’ve been there—of course you know. Do you think they need someone new who can light trash on fire?”

“It’s more than trash—”

She cut me off. “Do you know that they levitate people? You’ve seen the finale, where they make an entire tank of water, filled with a magician and a live shark, disappear? And you want me to take you to my boss—who isn’t even in charge of the magic show, so I’d need to take you to my boss’s boss’s boss—and introduce you and say, ‘Here’s my sister; she can light paper on fire.’”

“Will you listen to me?” I said, but she talked right over me.

“I’m going inside, and I’m going to bed so that I can get up in the morning and work a double shift tomorrow. You know, I’m supposed to be saving up for college, and I just gave all my cash to the family.”

“What do you want me to show you?” I asked, looking around. “This isn’t a trick.”

She began to turn and I stepped in front of her. “If you don’t care about me getting a job, then at least pay attention to me being sick,” I pleaded. “I don’t know how I’m doing this.”

Celia scowled and started to walk, but I ran two steps past her to the trunk of a tall palm. I yanked at the loose, brown fronds at the base of the tree, pulling them free and instantly setting them ablaze. They burned in my hand, embers dropping between my fingers until the quick-burning kindling was gone.

Celia just looked at me. “It’s a trick.”

“It’s not a trick,” I said, throwing the remaining ash to the ground and holding up my hand. “Look, I’m not burned.”

She shook her head, her stubborn denial finally changing to . . . I don’t know. Concern for her crazy sister?

“We have a magic shop right there at the exit of the theater,” she said. “I’ve seen all of this stuff.”

I could feel the anger welling up in me, and I tried to push it back down. I didn’t know what else I could do to explain to her.

“Let’s go inside and get something to eat,” she said, reaching for me. I shook her arm away.

“I’m a freak,” I said. “I burned down the house.”

“What? No, you didn’t. Is that what this is about?”

I laughed out of exasperation. “No! That’s not what this is about. It’s about the fact that I can light things on fire with my brain. That I can break things without touching them. What will it take to convince you? Come on, put something in my hand, anything, and look all around for fireworks or a lighter or whatever else I might be using to make it burn.”

“Krezi,” she said firmly. “I think you need to lie down. Maybe go back to the doctor.”

I could feel the energy building up inside me, and I had to prove to her what I could do. I ran to the gated pool and stuck my arm between the bars.

Celia followed. “Krezi.”

It came from deep in my stomach, from down in my intestines, and I felt it grow, tensing every muscle as it rose, accelerating my heart rate and choking me as it moved past my lungs. Sweat broke across my face.

And I shoved.

This was no trick bought in a casino gift shop. This was something more, something big.

I felt the energy leave my hand, leave my whole body, and the pool exploded as though an elephant had dropped in from the sky. A huge, heaving wave pushed away from me, throwing the chlorinated water up and out onto the cement and lawn. When the air was clear of mist, Celia and I were both soaked and the pool was half-empty.

There was silence. Beyond the pool, a few apartment windows lit up and faces peeked through the blinds.

“What was that?” Celia finally asked.

“It’s not all fire,” I said. “It’s . . . energy. I don’t really understand it. But I can make things hot, or I can make things break, or I can make loud noises, or . . . I just don’t know.”

And suddenly I was crying, and I didn’t know what else to say except to tell Celia that I was sorry for burning down the house and ruining the family, and that it wasn’t my fault. Only it was my fault, and I didn’t know how to stop it, or what was wrong with me or why God had cursed me with this.

Celia hugged me as I shuddered.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. But there was fear in her voice. Because it was not okay.

Nothing was okay.





EIGHT

THE LUXOR CASINO IS A giant pyramid, thirty stories tall and dominating the south end of the Vegas Strip. The outside is entirely glass, topped with a light that, from what I’ve heard, is the brightest light on Earth. I don’t think I would feel at home in the city if it weren’t there every night, a massive beacon, like a flagpole marking this as my town.

The inside of the Luxor is amazing—totally open, all the way up to the point at the top. Hotel rooms line each of the inclined walls, so that every floor hangs out farther than the floor below it, and on every balcony you can look straight down to the casino hundreds of feet below. This requires the elevators to move at an angle, from each of the four corners of the building up to the peak. They’re not even called elevators; they’re inclinators. At least, that’s what Celia calls them.

“You’re going to wait outside the theater,” Celia told me for the hundredth time as we stepped inside the casino. “Until the show is over and the room is empty.”

“I know.”

“And I can’t guarantee that you’ll even get to see the managers.” She was walking so fast I almost had to jog to stay next to her.

“Okay.”

“And if they don’t want to meet with you, or if I can’t get a chance to talk to them, then we’ll just do this another day. I don’t want you trying to get their attention by doing some . . . whatever it is you do.”

“You’ve already told me all of this,” I said, wiping sweat from my neck. I’d worn my best outfit—a dress that had been in the boxes of clothes my cousins had brought to us after the fire. The dress was maybe a size too big, and it looked like something you’d wear to prom—black and shimmery—but I wanted to stand out. Not that a fifteen-year-old who didn’t know how to walk in heels was very glamorous, but hopefully I could impress them with my magic.

Magic. Was that what it was?

I crossed myself and kissed the gold crucifix hanging around my neck.

Celia had taken me to the doctor earlier that day—not to our family doctor, or the hospital where we’d gone after the accident, but the free clinic. I used a fake name to check in, and we sat in the waiting room for three hours before a tired nurse called me into the back. I told him about the concussion and the fever, and that I wasn’t getting better, and I made up some other symptoms just to get the doctor to spend more time with me. When she eventually showed up, she looked in my eyes and ears, and she checked all my reflexes and nerves, and finally said that if it didn’t let up in a few days I’d need to go to the ER and get a CT scan.

And that had been the end of it. I didn’t dare tell the doctor about what I could do. I didn’t know how she would respond. I assumed she’d lock me up and perform tests and prove that I’d burned down our house. At least for the moment, my parents could fight. But there was no insurance that would cover whatever I was.

“I’ll show you where to wait,” Celia told me. The place smelled of stale cigarette smoke, but the air-conditioning felt good on my skin.

It had been a while since I’d been in the hotel, and I’d forgotten how big it was—the peak of the pyramid seemed impossibly high. Everything looked like ancient Egypt—the walls were styled to look like the weathered sandstone blocks I’d seen on the History Channel, and statues of Egyptian gods stood like guards along the path to the casino floor and up the stairs to the theater. I stayed on the marked path on the carpet where people too young to gamble were supposed to walk, and I watched the dazzling lights of slot machines all around me. It was dim and noisy and sparkling and smelly.

We climbed the stairs to the upper level—a platform just above the casino where the theaters were. The cigarette smoke wasn’t as bad up there.

Celia pointed to a bench flanked on each side by obsidian-black statues—one was an Egyptian idol with a head like a hawk, and the other had the head of a dog.

“I won’t come get you until after the show, once the theater has cleared out. And I’m only going to do it if everyone seems like they’re in a good mood.”

I nodded, and wiped sweat from my temple with the side of my hand.

Celia looked like she wanted to say more, but then she turned and left, greeting another theater employee and walking through the dark doors.

I reached down to the floor and picked up an old ticket stub. I held it between my thumb and forefinger and lit it on fire, watched it burn, and then crumpled it in my hand to douse the flame.

I ran through my plan in my head. Celia had brought a backpack full of glass bottles that we’d gathered that morning, and that was going to be my first “trick.” Stack them all up—or, better yet, have one of the bosses stack them up so they could see there was nothing fake.

Maybe I’d tell them to choose which one I was going to break first.

No, I wasn’t that sure of my aim yet. Better to wow them with something big and cool instead of screwing up something simple. Stack the bottles like a pyramid, and shatter them all.

I’d show them how I could make bright light explode from my hands, how I could produce the boom of thunder out of thin air. And then I’d move on to fire. First by igniting papers and then finally by torching an entire piece of wood and holding it in my hand as it burned.

Oh, Lord. Let this work.

I slumped back on the bench. The crowd entered the theater one by one, and it seemed to take forever to get the doors closed and the show started. It lasted more than an hour, and I’d have to wait even longer than that for the seats to clear out and Celia to get me inside.

I played with my powers, holding my hand down low and making a loud pop that caused everyone around me to jump. It was probably stupid. But I was bored.

I stood up and walked to the edge of the raised platform in the center of the pyramid, and looked below. Along the far wall was a row of check-in counters, and a winding snake of tourists who seemed like they were waiting in line to get on a ride at Disneyland.

I wandered downstairs to check out the casino floor. It was a strange mix of people—some of the prettiest girls I’d ever seen in some of the skimpiest clothes I could imagine, standing at tables next to overweight old men in Bermuda shorts and fanny packs.

I wondered what they’d do to me if I did get a job here. All the girls in the shows were the “lovely assistants,” who were supermodel gorgeous and who wore slinky evening gowns or bikinis. And here I was. Fifteen, could barely fill out my bra, and had never been asked out on a date.

I wasn’t ready for a Las Vegas magic act. I’d be better off in a freak show—the Girl Who Can’t Be Burned!

What was I doing here? They weren’t going to care about me. Celia was putting her neck out for me, and that could cost her her job, which was the last thing my family needed right now. This was all a foolish dream. I wished I could tell her to call it off, but I didn’t think she’d come out for me until she’d already talked to her boss.

I heard muffled screams, and wondered what had just happened in the theater. It had to be the tiger trick.

I sat back down on the bench between the two Egyptian gods.

But the screams continued—they got louder. They weren’t coming from inside the theater. I stood back up and tried to see what people were freaking out about.

For a moment, everyone on the platform seemed as confused as I was. Some walked to the edge to look down, and others peered along the hallway toward the shopping center. I couldn’t see anyone screaming, but the noise seemed to be coming from everywhere.

And then a tourist pointed up.

At the top of the pyramid, someone was hanging on to one of the giant support beams. He—I thought it was a he—was moving from beam to beam with ease, while someone else stood on the highest floor, watching him.

A pair of security guards appeared, running past me and then stopping to stare up at the man. What could they do about him? He was at the peak, thirty floors up.

A woman asked the guards if this was part of a show, and one of them ignored the question and raised his radio to his mouth.

Before he said anything, I heard it squawk.

“L Three and L Four, this is dispatch. Get to the thirtieth floor and see what’s going on.”

The man in front of me spoke. “Dispatch, this is L Eight. We have eyes on them. There are two people up there. One must be using climbing gear, and the other is just watching. He’s standing in front of the rooms on the north side.”

A group was gathering around me as we stood and watched the tiny dot of a man pivot from one beam to the next. I couldn’t see anything happening other than his peaceful movements around the supports. He didn’t look like a criminal, but he didn’t look like a thrill seeker, either.

“All units, this is dispatch,” the radio crackled. “Be advised: we’ve had reports of suspicious activity at the Stratosphere and the Bellagio. Get those two down from there.”

The man moved to the next beam.

He had a kind of grace to his movement, not like he was hanging from a harness and rope, but like he was simply playing up there—like a bug on the ceiling.

“L Three and L Four, this is dispatch. Report.”

“Dispatch, this is L Four,” the radio said. “The elevator isn’t working.”

“Keep trying, L Four. All other units, get in place for Code One.”

Code One. I could tell from the guard’s face that those words meant something important. What could it have to do with the guy at the peak of the pyramid? That was too weird—too unusual—to have some emergency code attached to it.

One guard jogged to the entrance to the RealityFlux show and slipped inside. The other guard ran toward the second theater on the platform—an exhibit on the Titanic.

The man at the peak started to move down one of the supports, almost like a monkey, swinging from one handhold to another. Only it didn’t look like there were any handholds up there.

There was a flash of light, and then the sound of two cracks—barely audible over the noisy casino—but I was certain they were gunshots. I don’t know how I knew. I just did.

The man on the beam kept swinging down, stopping every few floors. But the figure on the thirtieth floor was gone.

A voice broke through all of the noise, bellowing across the pyramid, echoing and garbled.

“Patrons of the Luxor Las Vegas: circumstances require that we evacuate the premises. Please leave in a quick, orderly fashion, following the exit signs. We assure you, this is only precautionary. You are not in any danger.”

As soon as the voice stopped, the entire pyramid seemed to get brighter, emergency lights flickering on and illuminating the usually shadowy interior. A fire alarm began to blare.

The door to the theater opened, and I waited for Celia. I’d evacuate with her. I was losing my chance at auditioning for the show because a couple of dumb pranksters were rappelling. They probably had friends down here with cameras, and this would all be on YouTube before the day was over.

Everyone was hurrying, running out of the theater, clutching their bags and purses. I waited quietly and watched. The climber got to about the eighth floor, and then clambered off the support beam and onto a balcony. He ran to a door, pounded on it, and someone came out.

“Krezi!” I heard Celia behind me, but I kept my eyes on the climber and his friend. I counted the number of doors from the end, so I could report it to the police in case no one else had seen it.

“We have to get out of here,” Celia said, tugging my arm.

But then the man was up on the edge of the balcony again, pulling the other person—a girl—with him. She was doing something—strapping herself onto him, in some kind of harness.

And then she pointed down and a blast of light fired from her hand—her empty hand—and the floor exploded below.

Celia stopped tugging and we both stared. That girl was like me.

She fired again, and then the man swung back to the support beam and climbed down it as if he were on a ladder. They hit the floor of the casino, and Celia and I ran to the edge of the platform, surrounded by fleeing people as we watched the man and girl take off their harnesses and join the throng that was pressing toward the exit.

A guard pushed through the crowd toward them, but before he got within five feet, she blasted him, knocking down a dozen people and sending the rest of the crowd running.

The guard wasn’t getting up. Neither were the others she’d knocked down.

Had she killed them?

My stomach dropped. I raised my hand, suddenly wanting to fire back, but Celia grabbed me.

“We have to get out of here,” she said, her face pale.

“She’s . . .” I started, but didn’t finish. The platform was nearly empty now, but a mob was still crowding out the front doors. The girl began firing ahead of her, creating a path of fallen bodies. In a moment, the climbers were out of the building.

“Come on,” Celia said, and we spun to run the other way.

And as we turned, I was looking at the support beam just in time to see the flashes of light and fire that exploded all the way down where the man had climbed.

We were thrown to the floor by the force of the blasts, and the next thing I knew Celia was pulling me under the bench where I’d sat before. Cement and steel were tumbling down around us.

I screamed and clutched Celia’s hand as the heavy debris hit the bench. One of the statues—the one with the hawk’s head—fell in front of us, smashing in half, revealing its hollow interior. This was where I was going to die.

And then there was light—so much light. And dust. I could barely breathe, or hear, and my head was ringing.

I crawled out from under the bench.

“Celia?”

“I’m okay. You?”

I didn’t answer. The support beam—an entire corner of the pyramid—was gone, and the two sides it supported were crumpled in and collapsed.

The light was the sun. We were staring outside, through a cloud of thick, white dust. A quarter of the pyramid was gone, a massive pile of rubble.

And bodies. There had been people right there. There had probably been people in those hotel rooms. People in the emergency stairs.

And it had all been done by someone like me.





NINE

“HELP!”

The voice came from somewhere near us.

I ran toward the call, Celia behind me, shouting that I needed to get out of there.

There was a woman trapped, her leg under a block of cement.

“Please,” she said, looking up at us.

“Krezi,” Celia said. “You go. I’ll stay and help.”

“You can’t move that cement,” I said, trying to lift it. The woman, maybe in her early twenties, was wearing shorts, and blood ran down her hip.

“Neither can you,” Celia said. She grabbed my arm and whispered, “Neither can you. Unless you want them to think that you’re the girl who did this. You can’t.”

I ignored her, looking at the woman writhing in pain beneath the crushing weight of the cement. I shook my arm free.

“I can help,” I told Celia.

Celia swore and then knelt in the rubble, taking the woman’s hand. “Look at me. You’re going to be okay.”

I placed my hand on the heavy block of concrete. I didn’t know how much force to use without hurting her foot underneath.

I let out a small pulse, and the face of the block erupted in tiny fractures and dust. The woman screamed.

“You can do it,” Celia said, though I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or the woman.

I put my hand on the side of the block so the pressure wouldn’t crush her leg.

I blasted it again, and the cement crumbled as the woman cried out.

“What is that?” I asked, as I scrambled to dig the cement pieces out of the way.

Three steel rods, each a half inch in diameter and encrusted in hunks of concrete, were still pinning her foot in place.

“Rebar,” Celia said.

I could see the woman’s foot underneath—it was obviously broken, and it seemed like her anklebone might have been sticking through the skin. I tried not to look.

“Is anyone watching?” I asked, staring at the steel bars.

“No,” Celia said quietly. “Be quick.”

I took a deep breath, feeling the power deep inside me growing and rising through my body. I pointed at the steel, not with my palm this time, but with two fingers. A beam of light burst from my hand, channeled like a laser as I cut through the bars. It was so bright I had to close my eyes. I heard one bar twang and fall away, then a second, and finally the third.

I was dripping with cold sweat.

“How did you do that?” It was the woman asking now, staring at me, her face a mix of pain and fear.

“She didn’t,” Celia said sternly. “You were hit by rubble and it broke your ankle.”

Celia turned to me, digging in the pocket of her tattered uniform pants. “Here’s the key to my car. My driver’s license is in the glove box. We look enough alike that it should get you through any traffic stop.”

“What do you mean?”

“Take my car and go north. Try to get to Aunt Angie’s in Elko.”

“I can’t just leave.”

She grabbed my arm. “You have to. What if someone watched you do that? What if anyone knows what you can do? Someone at the apartment last night?”

“I’m not a criminal.”

“You’re not, but that girl is. And she could do whatever it is you can do.”

“But—”

“I love you, Krezi,” she said, “but get out of here. Go now, and don’t turn back.”

I took a step back, watching as Celia turned to the woman and began helping her from the pile of rubble.

 

It took some time to get out of the city—all the roads were backed up, and there were crowds of people standing in the streets, staring at the destruction.

The Stratosphere, which was tall enough to be seen from anywhere in Las Vegas, was gone. I couldn’t see the Bellagio. I didn’t want to think about it.

Once I got on the freeway, things moved a lot easier. No police cared about speeders when half the Strip was destroyed. I still only had a learner’s permit, but Papa had taken me driving a lot, and I flew north. It wasn’t until I got off the freeway and pulled onto Highway 93 that I thought to turn on the radio.

“. . . the disaster in Las Vegas is one of three terrorist attacks reported so far today, including the destruction of Texas’s Baytown Refinery, the largest oil refinery in the nation, and the Mall of America in Minneapolis.

“Details are still coming in, but casualties are expected to be in the tens of thousands. The president will be addressing the nation. Currently, no terrorist group has claimed responsibility for the attacks. All we know is that they were well planned and perfectly timed. Reports indicate they all happened within ten minutes of each other.

“We’ll now go to our affiliate in Baytown to—”

I turned the radio off and pulled the car over. I was crying too hard to see, and as I tried to wipe the tears away mud came off in my hands. I looked in the mirror and saw I was caked in white dust.

Everything was gone. My house, my family, my life.

I had to run.





EXCERPT FROM BLACK OUT

The virus has spread. Read on for a sneak peek at

 

 

 

 

[image: ]





ONE

“READY?” ALEC ASKED, LOOKING IN the rearview mirror at Dan, whose eyes were closed in a kind of nervous meditation.

“I’m good,” Laura answered.

Alec ignored her. He wasn’t concerned about Laura. She had the easy job.

“Dan? Ready?” he asked again. “It’s time.”

Dan didn’t meet Alec’s eyes, but opened the car door and stepped into the visitor parking lot of the Glen Canyon Dam. Their beat-up Chevy Bronco was one of only three vehicles there—the other two were desert-camouflaged Humvees.

Alec smiled. Soon there would be at least fifty thousand dead. Probably more. Lake Powell, the enormous reservoir just upriver from the Grand Canyon, got three million visitors per year, and even though it was September now—not peak season—there had to still be at least fifty thousand people on the lake.

Add to that anyone in the bottom of the Grand Canyon. All of the water from Lake Powell would scour the Grand Canyon and then pour into Lake Mead, overtopping the Hoover Dam and taking it out, too, in a violent flood. Alec wished he had better numbers to estimate the deaths. He wished he’d be there to watch it all happen.

Oh well. It would be in the news soon enough. And it would take hours for the water to get to Lake Mead, so there would be reporters waiting. He could watch the Hoover Dam topple from safety, five hundred miles away.

Besides, deaths weren’t the numbers he was supposed to be most concerned about. Glen Canyon Dam produced 4.5 billion kilowatt hours of electricity per year, and Hoover generated another four. In one day he’d knock out enough power to light up Las Vegas for half a year.

He stepped to the back of the Bronco and clapped Dan on the shoulder. “For your mother and mine.”

Dan nodded without making eye contact.

“Yeah.”

They walked toward the visitor center in silence, Alec feeling a serene calm. This would be the biggest attack yet. Not just the biggest of theirs, but the biggest all across America. And rightly so—he was supposed to be setting the example.

A speedboat shot across the lake in the distance, leaving a trail of white foam in its wake.

“Their country is falling apart and they go on vacation,” Laura said, sounding amused.

“They have to relieve stress,” Alec answered sarcastically. “They probably think being in the wilderness is safe.”

If anything, the lake had more people on it than usual for this time of year, a fact he’d discovered yesterday when he’d tried to rent a small craft to scope out the dam. All he’d been able to get was an old houseboat, and he’d had to navigate through a bustling marina to where he could get a good view. From there, Alec made all his notes—security patrols, escape routes—and developed a quick plan. Laura had lain out in a bikini and taken in as much sun as she could before the cool September breezes forced her to pull her T-shirt back on. And Dan had just sat for hours, eyes transfixed on the mass of concrete.

They reached the visitor center. The glass doors were locked, but that had been expected.

Laura knocked, hard enough that Alec worried the doors might shatter. She was showing off. Idiot.

He took a breath and tried to clear his mind. It was time for his part of the plan. He’d rehearsed the conversation a hundred times in his head—trying to think of every possible variation, every surprise. He was ready.

A moment later a soldier appeared, dressed in the full combat fatigues of the National Guard, a rifle slung across his chest. Without opening the door, he gestured for them to go away.

Alec shook his head and held up a clipboard. “We have an appointment.”

The soldier watched them for a few seconds, and then waved them off again.

“We have an appointment,” Alec shouted again, through the glass. “We’re from the University of Utah.”

The guard sized them up. If he was worried, he didn’t show it; he just seemed annoyed. All three were shorter than him. Alec was the oldest at nineteen, and skinny. Laura looked more like a ditzy cheerleader than a terrorist. Only Dan had any muscle, but he was short—maybe five foot six.

Alec was already working on the man’s mind. Implanting memories was an imprecise science, but Alec was confident: the glass was thick, but not dense or leaded or bulletproof; the man was only about four feet away; Alec was fully prepared.

It would take a few moments.

The soldier opened the door about three inches. The handles inside were actually chained, and it was all Alec could do not to laugh. The whole front of the visitor center was glass, and they expected a chain to stop a break-in?

The guard spoke through the gap. “Can’t you read the sign? Dam’s closed until further notice.”

Laura spoke. “We have an appointment.”

“An appointment? For a bunch of kids?”

“Grad students,” Alec said. “U of U. We’re here to get the weekly samples.” He held up a length of cotton rope and a handful of plastic tubes.

“There’s no one here to have an appointment with,” the soldier said, flustered. Alec could see the false memories beginning to take hold. “We’re . . . the dam . . . it’s on lockdown.”

Alec held up the clipboard again. “I showed you our security clearance. We were here last week, remember?”

The soldier’s brow furrowed. “Well . . .”

“We know it’s a hassle,” Alec said, “but if I don’t get this data my thesis is gonna be shot.”

The guard readjusted his rifle on his shoulder, uncomfortable and confused.

Alec tapped the clipboard a final time. “It’s signed by your commanding officer,” he said, prodding the memory that was slowly infecting the soldier’s mind.

The soldier, looking completely flustered, nodded, and undid the padlock on the chain. “Just . . . just be quick, okay?” He turned his back to the group and led them into the visitor center, illuminated only by the large windows. The place had probably been closed to tourists since the United States went on high alert, three weeks before, and the building had a feeling of abandonment to it, as if the workers had left in the middle of what they were doing. A half-eaten sandwich sat on the information desk, the lettuce now brown and limp, the bread shriveled and stale. A scattering of papers lay on the floor in front of the cash register.

The guard led them to an elevator. He was walking more quickly now, with gained confidence as the memories solidified and began to fit more naturally into his mind.

He opened the door for them, smiling cheerfully at Laura and nodding to Alec and Dan. In a moment they were several stories down and walking out onto the top of the dam. A breeze blew Laura’s hair across her face as she turned and said, “Five minutes. Promise.”

Alec stayed beside the soldier, gently feeding a second set of memories into the man.

“Aren’t you going with them?”

Alec shook his head. “I don’t like heights.”

Fifty yards away, Laura leaned over the edge of the dam and looked down at the lake thirty feet below. On tiptoe, she began to unwind the rope and lower it. There wasn’t any point to this, other than to make it look like they were doing something somewhat scientific. She was the distraction and the getaway plan. Dan would do the real work.

The soldier’s radio crackled to life. The voice on the other end sounded alarmed.

“Gulf Charlie Five, this is Gulf Charlie Four. Private Diamond, what are those kids doing on the dam? Over.”

He pulled the radio from his belt. “They’re from the U. They have papers signed by Lieutenant Kilpack. Over.”

While Laura stretched out over the railing—she was wearing short shorts and a tank top for the explicit purpose of drawing the attention of whatever soldiers were watching—Dan had gotten down on one knee, his right hand flat on the cement.

The staticky voice spoke again. “No one’s supposed to be out there, Diamond. Over.”

Diamond glanced at Alec and spoke into the radio. “I don’t know what to tell you. I have the written orders right here. Over.”

Alec looked around for the other soldier, but there was no one in sight. There were the two empty military vehicles parked in the lot—there were military vehicles everywhere nowadays—but most of the manpower was focused on the bridge over the canyon. That was the more likely target. As far as the army knew, it was next to impossible to damage a dam this size from up on top. All three of them could have been strapped with C-4 and not made a significant dent in it. The military still hadn’t figured out anything important; Dan was more powerful than any explosive.

“I’m going to make a call,” the voice on the radio said. “Stand by. Over.”

“It’s fine,” Diamond replied, a little nervousness in his voice. “I’ve got an officer with the sheriff’s office right here next to me. Over.”

Alec released a little tension in his jaw. That had been tougher. It was easy to convince the man that the three of them were students, but much harder to immediately create a new, less-plausible story. Alec looked nothing like a police officer.

But, that’s why he was in charge.

“Sorry, officer,” Diamond said. “We’ll get it sorted out.”

A sudden shudder rolled through the concrete like a wave. Diamond and Alec both automatically reached for the wall for support.

The radio snapped to life. “Gulf Charlie Five, this is Gulf Charlie Four. Private Diamond, get those kids the hell off the dam.”

Diamond began walking toward them. “Hey!” 

Alec followed, right by his side.

There was another rumble, louder this time.

Come on, Dan, Alec thought. Get it done.

Twenty yards from the teens, the guardsman raised his rifle. “Hey, get over here.”

Hurry up. Alec could fill the soldier’s head with false memories, but he couldn’t quickly override the soldier’s deeply ingrained training to follow orders.

Laura dropped the rope and held up her hands, but Dan didn’t move.

An alarm was sounding now, and Private Diamond stopped, training his rifle on the two teens.

“Turn around,” he barked.

Dan ignored him.

There was a sharp crack, and for an instant Alec thought Diamond had pulled the trigger. But the sound was much louder than a gunshot, reverberating off the canyon walls and shaking the ground under their feet. The face of the cement was splintered with a thousand tiny cracks and a thin cloud of dust burst skyward.

“You have three seconds,” Diamond shouted.

The radio was screaming at him to fire.

That was all Alec needed. If no one else was firing at Dan, then there weren’t snipers. The voice on the other end of the radio was probably inside the dam itself, watching the four of them on security cameras. They’d be feeling the real impact of what Dan was doing.

Alec pulled the private’s sidearm from the holster. There wasn’t even time for Diamond to respond before Alec fired three shots into the soldier’s neck and head.

The dam rumbled, deep and grinding, knocking Alec to his knees.

Ahead of him he saw Dan try to stand, wobbling on weak legs.

It was finally Laura’s turn. She grabbed Dan and slung him over her shoulder as easily as if he’d been a stuffed toy. She ran toward Alec and the visitor center.

Alec took the soldier’s rifle and radio, and then handed the pistol to Laura as she met them. He held the door open for her, and then chased after her up the emergency stairwell—she took them three at a time.

There was a ding of an elevator in the visitor center, and Alec spun and fired a short burst from the rifle in the direction of the sound.

“Door’s locked,” Laura shouted, and then Alec heard her smashing through the glass.

He fired another burst toward the elevators and then turned and ran, jumping through the broken glass door and sprinting to the Bronco.

“You do it?” Alec asked, barely containing his laughter. “You have time?”

Dan nodded weakly. “I did it. Damn thing’s full of rebar, but I did it.”
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