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      LET ME BE CLEAR: I never blew up anything on purpose before I met Miss Happy. Accidentally, yes, but not intentionally.

      And I definitely wouldn’t have volunteered to wrestle a crocodile.

      But both have happened since I signed up for Unique Minds’ Basic Training. And as part of that training, we’re paying a visit to the Nairobi Snake Park.

      Jay’s bouncing around us as we follow Miss Happy. “This is gonna be a piece of cake. Go, A-Team!”

      I wince. Jay’s emotional crash cymbals are doing just that. Crashing. We’re not in a marching band. But my reality certainly feels like it.

      That’s the problem with being a musically-inclined mirror synesthete. I hear people’s emotions as musical instruments. It’s not nearly as fun as it sounds.

      “You’re going to jinx us,” Kezia says. Her calm, quiet piano melody weaves in between Jay’s crash cymbals and Miss Happy’s snare drums. My own instrument — a deep hum — fits between them.

      Jay walks backward, still bouncing as he grins. His ears stick out even more when he smiles. “Superstitious much? What can go wrong?”

      “How about pretty much everything?” Kezia says.

      “Whatever.” Jay spins around, still bouncing. “We’re the A-Team. Am I right, dudette?”

      “Is that what your report card says?” Kezia asks.

      Jay rolls his eyes, right before he trips over his own feet and falls against the handrail.

      Miss Happy yanks Jay up. “Eh, skinny boy. Focus.”

      Talk about ironic names. The only time Miss Happy’s ever happy is when we’re close to dying during our training. That happens a lot more frequently than it should.

      “Especially you, Trevor Finch,” Miss Happy snaps. “Wewe, focus.”

      I lift my arms and let them fall heavily to my sides. “What did I do?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. That’s the problem.” Miss Happy launches into a mixture of English and Swahili. I haven’t been in Kenya long enough to understand more than half of what she says. “Me, I gonna blah blah your blah blah, chapa wewe.” Or something like that. She pauses and glares at me. “Coffin destroyer. My best model, too.”

      Jay bounces against me. “She’s not gonna let you forget it, is she?”

      Kezia looks away before I can see if she’s smiling or not.

      “Sure,” I mutter. “Blame it on me.”

      “It kinda was your fault. Am I right?” Jay starts whistling. At least, he attempts to whistle. It’s more like a splutter.

      Up until now, I haven’t had the heart to tell him the truth: he has the whistling skills of a goldfish. But my heart’s starting to change.

      “How was I supposed to know she had an actual dead body in the coffin when I exploded it?” I asked.

      “Because it’s a coffin, dude. And Miss Happy’s our trainer, and we train at the Happy Ever After Funeral Home. Which has a morgue.” Jay looks over his shoulder at me. “You kinda set yourself up for that.”

      “She told me to blow it up.”

      Kezia shakes her head. “The flowerpot, Trevor. You were supposed to blow up the flowerpot. Not the coffin.”

      “Maybe she should be a bit clearer next time.”

      “Eh. Pay more attention, kijana.” Miss Happy says kijana like a curse, but it means young person. Maybe she thinks it’s a curse to be young, and sometimes I agree.

      She pauses long enough to pay our admission, then directs us to a corner of the Nairobi Snake Park. “Wewe, you. No blowing up the snakes.” She jabs a finger into my chest.

      “Sure. I’ll do that.”

      “Pay attention.” Blah, blah, something in Swahili. “Today’s the test. You pass this, you pass Basic Training.” Miss Happy gives each of us a squinty-eyed scowl, as if already anticipating our failure.

      Kezia nods. She’s been with Unique Minds for Unique Missions — UM2 — for more than three years. As a Level 3 junior agent, she takes the lead in any activities outside of the training grounds. “Find the package,” she reminds us, “and extract it without drawing attention to ourselves or getting arrested.”

      “By extract, you mean steal,” I say.

      “Eh.” Miss Happy shrugs. “Not steal. Borrow. We’ll return it.”

      “And to be clear,” I continue, “the package is a snake.”

      Jay begins to laugh. He sounds like a braying donkey. “Fun. Real fun.”

      Miss Happy flares her nostrils, gives Jay a once-over. “Skinny boy, you have a problem?”

      “So many. Where do I start?”

      “With the test,” Miss Happy says. “You have a problem with the test?”

      “Nope. Not a one.”

      I study Jay. I hear the tick-tock of a second hand. It’s the sound I hear when someone has a secret. As if to confirm it, I also hear Jay’s anxiety pitching upward in the crash of his cymbals. He’s not saying what he really feels about this test.

      Meanwhile, Kezia’s piano is steady, unwavering. A set of complex chords trickling up and down the keyboard. She’s used to Miss Happy’s unorthodox training techniques.

      I glance around the Snake Park. It’s late morning on a weekday, and there aren’t too many visitors. It’s one of the reasons we selected this time. Too many people means too much emotional energy, which means I either go blind with a migraine or blow something up to relieve the pressure caused by the emotional cacophony.

      Miss Happy nods. “But no cheating.”

      “Whatcha mean?” Jay asks. “We can’t use our powers?”

      Miss Happy punches Jay’s arm, and not in a friendly way. He grimaces and leans away from her. Kezia sidesteps, and Jay stumbles into a low wall.

      “Eh, skinny boy. Of course, you use your powers. No cheating means no bribing or blowing up anything.”

      “Dudes, you hear that?” Jay asks. “Using our powers isn’t cheating. Can I use them at school, too?”

      Miss Happy grumbles something about kazi and bad, mixed in with incomprehensible mumbo jumbo. It doesn’t sound flattering.

      “We’ve got this,” Kezia says.

      I’m not sure I agree, but we don’t have much choice. Jay and I need to graduate from recruits-in-training to junior agents. Today is the test day.

      Miss Happy doesn’t look convinced, either. Her face puckers up like a wrinkled apple gone brown. “Bring me the boa named Toad.”

      “Who names a snake Toad?” Jay asks.

      “Eh. Doesn’t matter,” Miss Happy says. “Him, he’s in an aquarium near the center, next to the crocodile pit. Name tag is on the glass. He’s a young boa. Two years old. Easy to carry. Sawa?”

      “Okay, boss.” Jay gives a mock salute, then ticks off the points on his fingers. “Young boa named Toad, in the center next to the crocs. Got it.”

      “You don’t got it ’til you get it. Bring me the snake. Don’t die in the process. If you die, you fail.” Miss Happy makes a rude noise and limps to the set of benches near the entrance.

      “So what’s the plan?” Jay rubs his hands loud enough for me to hear skin scraping on skin.

      “We already discussed the plan on the ride over,” I say.

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “You weren’t listening.”

      “I was too.”

      “But not to us.”

      Kezia almost laughs. Almost. Instead, she tugs at her leather gloves, the ones she always wears regardless of the heat. And it’s a hot day. She’s also wearing her black leather jacket and a black AC/DC T-shirt. It’s like a uniform for her. The only time she takes off those gloves is when she’s cleaning a body, or reading a person’s regrets.

      “Whatever,” Jay grumbles. “We gonna do this or what?”

      Kezia studies the area. “We need a feel for the layout. Who’s working where. Rotations.”

      “This isn’t exactly a high security area,” I say.

      “We still need to know what we’re up against.”

      Jay brays another laugh. “Please. We know what we’re up against. A bunch of normals. Am I right?”

      His laughing is attracting the attention of a security guard. Kezia sees it at the same time as I do, and she shushes Jay.

      “Let’s keep a low profile,” she says.

      “Dudette, we’re the A-Team. And we got the swagger to prove it.” Jay paces in front of us, practicing his swagger. At least, I think that’s what he’s doing. It’s hard to tell. He looks like his legs are about to pop out of his hip joints.

      Kezia pinches the front of her neck. “We’re supposed to be discrete. That’s part of the test. Extract the package without cheating, attracting attention, or getting caught.”

      I rub my forehead, already feeling the hint of a headache. I’ve been getting them a lot more lately, ever since we moved to Nairobi. A week after starting at the international school, I managed to blow up the utilities building. It wasn’t entirely my fault. It’s not easy sitting in a room full of hormone-driven, emotional, excited fourteen-year-olds. Turns out, I don’t do too well in a crowd. Hence the explosion.

      Not today, I promise. No explosions. No messes. Keep it nice and simple. Of course, it helps there’s hardly anyone around me.

      “Jay, can you detect any security cameras?” Kezia studies the walls for any sign.

      Jay squints his eyes as he seeks out any sources of electromagnetic current or circuits. He’s like a sniffer dog for anything like that. He’s also able to enter and manipulate online systems and code with his mind. I’m glad he’s on our side. In the wrong hands, he’s every anti-virus and anti-hacking software’s nightmare. No site is secure from him.

      “There are cameras, but not connected to any recording system. I’m not sure they’re even monitored.” He brushes his fingers against his chest, studies his nails. “Like I said. Piece of cake.”

      Kezia plucks off her gloves. Jay and I step away from her.

      “No touching,” Jay warns.

      I don’t blame Jay. Kezia can read more than a person’s regrets. She can also read their most recent memories and pick up on near future events. Like that time we fought with a gang of street thugs. She saw us fail before the fight even happened. We don’t need that kind of negativity right now.

      Plus, I don’t want her messing with my mind. She can do that, too.

      Kezia snaps her gloves together. “Afraid what I’ll see?”

      “I’m okay not knowing the future,” I say.

      “Makes two of us.”

      “Awesome.” Jay starts bouncing on the soles of his feet, like he’s about to fly off at any moment. “Who’s the target?”

      “Preferably someone with a set of keys to one of these snake cages,” Kezia says.

      We start aimlessly wandering through the Nairobi Snake Park. Most of it is outdoors, with the crocodile pit at the center of a network of paths. A few enclosures hold tortoises and turtles of various sizes. And of course there are snakes. Lots and lots of snakes, all sizes and levels of venom. The place is a glorified zoo dedicated to reptiles of the slithering kind.

      “Over there.” I point to one of the staff.

      There aren’t too many of them, but this guy attracts my attention. His saxophone is tooting out a confident tune, matching his jaunty walk. Like he’s just won the jackpot simply by showing up to work. A set of keys jangles at his belt.

      The guy’s waving at a colleague, but I hear the tick-tock of a second hand keeping rhythm with his emotional jazz.

      “He has a secret.” I didn’t mean to say it out loud and regret it immediately.

      “Whatcha mean, a secret?” Jay asks.

      “Just that.” When Kezia and Jay both look at me with matching expressions of incredulity, I reluctantly add, “I hear if someone has a secret. It changes their music.”

      “So cool,” Jay says. “Who else has secrets?”

      I hesitate.

      “We’re a team, Trevor,” Kezia says. “If you can’t trust us, who can you trust?”

      “My dad,” I reluctantly say. “I hear a ticking whenever I ask him questions about his life before he met my mom.”

      “And me?” Jay says, bouncing.

      “No. At least, not usually.”

      “That’s ‘cause I don’t have any secrets.”

      I don’t argue with him. Everyone has secrets if you dig deep enough.

      “You never mentioned this before,” Kezia says.

      I rub my eyes against the burgeoning headache. “And I wish I hadn’t this time. Let’s keep it between us, okay?”

      “You got it, Trev,” Jay says.

      Kezia angles after the zookeeper. “People with secrets usually have regrets.”

      “He’s our target, then?” Jay asks.

      I flinch. “Let’s not call him that, shall we?”

      “Why not? He is, isn’t he?”

      “Sure, Jay.”

      “Keep it down,” Kezia warns.

      The zookeeper circles around the crocodile pit, angling toward the boa constrictor aquariums. Maybe Jay’s right. Maybe this really will be a piece of cake.

      I’m still thinking this when a school bus pulls up near the entrance and regurgitates at least two dozen loud, bouncy, sugar-fueled kids.
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      I STUMBLE TO A STANDSTILL and nervously eye the bus. Two dozen school kids clamber out and run screaming toward us. They look about eight years old, most of them not reaching past my waist.

      But I’m not worried about their physical size. I’m dry-mouthed and quivering over the sheer volume of their emotional energy.

      Imagine an orchestra with every kind of musical instrument. Then give those instruments to a bunch of small, hyper, unskilled sugar fiends, and tell each of them to play any song they want as loud as possible.

      “They’re not even tuned,” I whisper.

      “Trevor?”

      Kezia’s voice is soft, but I grimace and close my eyes against the glare of the sun.

      Her hand settles on my shoulder. She makes sure to only touch my T-shirt. “You okay?”

      “Dude, we got this,” Jay screams from my other side. He’s not actually screaming. It just sounds like he is. His crash cymbals reverberate like thunder and lightning next to my ears.

      The tsunami of emotional energy from the school kids rushes toward us. The jingle of instruments is so loud and chaotic I can’t distinguish between them.

      I double over and grip my knees.

      “Trev, you wait here,” Jay says. “Kezia and I got this.”

      Kezia pats my back. “No, and you don’t have this. We go as a team, or not at all.”

      I focus on breathing. I’m worried I might lose my vision again, like the time we were in the middle of a student protest in downtown Nairobi. The massive amount of energy literally blinded me.

      “Jay’s right.” I push the words out, my tongue heavy and dry. Each syllable clangs against my brain. “You… go ahead. I’ll… catch up in a minute.”

      “You sure, dude?”

      “Sure. Go.”

      “Stay here,” Kezia says, as if I have the energy to do anything else.

      “Focus on happy thoughts,” Jay adds.

      “Like not being here right now?” I say.

      “Somethin’ like that.” Jay turns to Kezia. “All right, A-Team minus one. We can do this.”

      “We’re not the A-Team,” Kezia grumbles.

      “Team Awesome, then.”

      “Not that, either.”

      “Dudette, we need a code name.”

      Their voices fade as they move away from me, following the zookeeper with the cage keys.

      The kids swoosh past me. They drag behind them a tidal wave of noise that crashes over me, smacking me around like I’m flotsam on a stormy current.

      More squealing, screaming, shouting. Finally, the group drifts away from me. I gasp as the last lingering trumpet blares.

      A small, fat kid runs past me, chasing after his classmates. “Wait for me. Hey, Juma⁠—”

      “Eh, Samuel,” another boy — probably Juma — shouts. “You, you’re too slow.”

      A few other kids snigger.

      I don’t know Juma, but I already don’t like him. Poor Samuel waddles after them, reminding me of the hobbit Samwise Gamgee.

      My vision clears. I look around, spotting Kezia and Jay. They haven’t gone far. Kezia’s already cornered the zookeeper next to a tortoise enclosure. She’s holding his arm, reading his regrets. Encouraging them. Using them to manipulate him.

      I shuffle toward them. When I reach the enclosure, a large tortoise hisses at me. It looks like it weighs half a ton.

      “And you’re going to tell her exactly how you feel,” Kezia intones.

      The zookeeper nods. His eyes glaze over as he falls into a light trance. “Yes. That’s what I need to do. Tell her everything.”

      Jay’s eyeballs are rolling so hard, I’m waiting for them to pop out. He tugs the keys off of the man’s belt. “Good job, dudette. You can always set up a matchmaking business if being a Unique Minds agent doesn’t work out.”

      “I don’t think so.” She glances up, her eyes widening when she sees me. “You okay?”

      Jay’s bouncing the keys and doesn’t see me. “What a question. Of course he’s not okay. You just tranced him.”

      “I wasn’t talking about the zookeeper, Jay.”

      “About us, then?” Jay spins the keys. “We’re more than okay. We’re superheroes.” He turns around and sees me. “Hey, Trev. You okay?”

      “Sure,” I mumble. “Let’s finish this. Before those noisy kids come back.”

      We head for the crocodile pit in the center of the park. Cages and aquariums full of snakes are built into walls near the pit. Jay bounces ahead of us, leading the way to our goal.

      Miss Happy initially wanted us to take the largest constrictor. The one with a length more than three times my height and thicker around than my thigh. Kezia talked her out of it. It’s kind of difficult to tuck a giant boa constrictor under your arm when the thing is wrapping its coils around you, trying to break every bone in your body.

      “Here it is.” Jay taps the front of an aquarium. “Our lucky, new pet. You wanna come home with us, snake eyes?”

      “He’s not staying with us,” Kezia says.

      “Maybe he wants to. Maybe⁠—”

      “Maybe we can hurry this up.” I glance around.

      The zookeeper’s wandering aimlessly, his eyes glazed, a dopey smile on his face. His saxophone is playing something mellow.

      The school kids are on the other side of the Nairobi Snake Park, but they’re following the path that leads eventually to us.

      Motion makes me look down and into a crocodile’s open mouth. We’re standing next to its pit. It’s surrounded by a wall that’s not nearly tall enough for my comfort.

      “You should never hurry an artist, Trev,” Jay says.

      “I’m not. This is a zoo, not an art exhibit.”

      Jay lifts up his hand and ticks his fingers as he repeats Miss Happy’s instructions. “He’s in the aquarium next to the crocodile pit. Check. He’s a boa, according to the sign. Check.”

      “Anything else you want to check?” Kezia unlocks the padlock at the top of the aquarium.

      “I’m thinkin’ of checkin’ out the new Sloppy’s. They opened a branch downtown. Not far from here, actually.”

      My stomach groans for me. It doesn’t have happy memories of the restaurant chain’s food.

      Kezia’s face squirrels up. “Really. That’s what you want to eat?”

      “What can I say?” Jay asks. “Greasy junk food calms my nerves.”

      “It’s going to clog your arteries.” Kezia gives the padlock a tug. It snicks open.

      “Yeah, when I’m super old. Like maybe thirty-five.”

      I peer into the aquarium. “At your rate, Jay, it’ll happen sooner. That’s supposed to be a young boa?”

      Kezia grunts as she starts pulling the snake out of its glass cage. “Guess Toad’s big for his age.”

      “Must be eatin’ Sloppy’s,” Jay says. “Good for you, Toad.”

      Kezia bounces the boa in her arms, then slides him into a canvas bag. “Here you go, little guy.”

      “Nothin’ little about that dude,” Jay points out.

      “I’m referring to his age, obviously.”

      “Yeah, well, that little guy is gonna grow big enough to swallow you whole. Whatcha think about that?”

      I help Kezia with the snake. The boa is lethargic and heavy. Its scales are cool and smooth. The tail end doesn’t fit in the bag, so I cover the coils hanging between Kezia and me with my jacket.

      “Hey, Jay,” I say.

      “Yeah, best buddy?”

      “You sure there’s no security camera around here?”

      “Sure as sure can be. Miss Happy chose a real easy place for our test.”

      Kezia eases the bag’s straps onto her shoulder. “We’re not out yet. We still need to smuggle the snake to the parking lot. Time for the distraction.”

      Jay gestures at me. “Explosions.”

      “No,” I say.

      “Just kiddin’. Not even a tiny one?”

      “Miss Happy specifically said no explosions,” Kezia warns. “I can deal with anyone who comes close enough to touch. Jay, you’re up.”

      Jay grins. “Time to make the fence sizzle and spark.”

      The park’s outer walls are topped with several lines of electrical fence. It’s a typical setup in Nairobi. I study the wall closest to us. No sign of cameras.

      “You do that, Jay.” Kezia turns to me. “Trevor, you focus on anyone who sounds too curious. Push away their curiosity, turn it into boredom or something.”

      I nod, hoping I won’t have to deal with the entire school bus. Pushing at other people’s emotions isn’t too difficult when there’s only one or two people. But two dozen bouncy kids at once… My shoulders stiffen at the thought.

      “Awesome,” Jay says. “We got this. A-Team, move out!” He waves an arm forward.

      Kezia closes her eyes for a second, before jostling the front end of the snake under her arms. “Let’s get this over with.”

      We head toward the entrance. I figure we look as casual as a trio of snake thieves can look. Jay’s attempting to whistle. Kezia has her glove-free hand ready to latch onto anyone who gets close enough. I’m prodding people within a ten-meter radius for any indication of curiosity or aggression. We start walking around the crocodile pit.

      “We got this, we got this,” Jay mutters.

      “Ready with that electric fence?” Kezia asks.

      We’re now approaching the far end of the crocodile pit. The path veers sharply left at that point, making a straight line to the entrance. No one’s near the turnstile, apart from the lady in the kiosk selling tickets. A bored security guard stands across from her, alternating between checking his phone and trying to get her attention. She’s not interested.

      “We got this, we got this⁠—”

      “The fence, Jay,” I say.

      “I’m tryin’.”

      I glance at him. “Really? Try harder.”

      Jay’s not listening. He’s staring at another aquarium. “Hey, dudes and dudettes? We have a problem.”

      “Sure,” I say. “More than one.”

      “Yeah. But this is a big problem. I think we got the wrong snake. This one is Toad.”

      I stalk over to him and examine the contents of the small aquarium. Sure enough, a significantly skinnier, shorter, lighter snake basks on a branch inside. The creature flicks its tongue at me. A hand-written label reads, “Toad.”

      “If this is Toad…” Each syllable creeps slowly out of my dry mouth. I clear my throat. “Then which snake did we kidnap?”

      “Don’t you mean snake-nap? Get it?” Jay brays at his joke.

      “Sure. That’s what I mean.”

      “Hey, guys?” Kezia pauses at the far end of the path and looks over her shoulder. “A little help. I didn’t realize boas get so big at such a young age.”

      “They don’t,” I say. “Jay picked the wrong cage.”

      “It’s a petting zoo,” a child’s voice calls out. “I wanna touch. Me, first.” The high-pitched shout comes from the chubby boy — Samuel the hobbit wannabe. He’s standing behind Kezia, gawking at the snake. The snake not named Toad is wiggling out of the bag and coiling up Kezia’s arm.

      Samuel jumps up and down. He flaps his arms like he’s trying to devolve into a bird while shouting for his friends to come pet the really big snake.

      Kezia hustles toward us. “Jay. The fence. Now.”

      The electric fence remains quiet, but the ticket kiosk lights up like a firework. Lightbulbs explode. The sales lady screeches, pushes open the door and stumbles out. Glass tinkles around her. A security alarm blares from inside the kiosk.

      I rub my temples. “Subtle. Really subtle.”

      “Not quite what we planned for,” Kezia says under her breath.

      “Let me touch,” Samuel shouts and steps in front of Kezia.

      “Kid, you don’t want to do that.” She prepares to grab the kid’s arm.

      “A snake,” another kid screams.

      “Trev?” Jay points to something behind me.

      I swivel around.

      A wall of children stare back at me.

      I swear they were on the other side of the park a minute ago. These little kids have serious stealth power when it comes to sneaking up on snake-stealing teens.

      The kids are pushing at each other, trying to squeeze in front to get as close to the snake without actually getting too close. Squeals of excitement mingle with emotional blasts from the orchestra from hell.

      The electric fence starts to fizzle. Sparks shoot out.

      The security guard isn’t looking distracted or bored. He starts marching toward us.

      “Forget subtlety,” Kezia says. “It’s time to⁠—”

      A kid shrieks.

      Another announces, “It’s eating Samuel!”

      “The snake,” Jay shouts.

      I spin around again, blinking past the black spots crowding across my vision. The screams of delight behind me turn to horror.

      The snake wraps itself around Samuel. Its tail wriggles free of Kezia’s frantic attempts to hold it back.

      “Look at me. I’ve got the snake.” Samuel grins at his friends. His fiddle’s bow scrapes across strings. A confused sound. As if he’s teetering between excited triumph and urine-inducing terror.

      “Someone do something,” a woman shouts while wading through the ocean of babbling children. “Help!”

      A small girl tugs at the woman’s dress. “Teacher, teacher. If Samuel gets eaten, can I get his desk?”

      The teacher blanches. The snake hisses.

      Samuel stops shouting for his friends. They’re all looking at him now. Snapping photos. Pointing, gawking.

      But that’s not why Samuel has stopped calling for them. He can no longer talk. The boa constrictor has wrapped some of its lengthy coils around Samuel’s chest and neck.

      The jangle of musical instruments crashes against my head. I grit my teeth and reach for Samuel. The kid’s dark brown skin is officially purple, his lips gray, and his eyes so wide, they’re more white than brown.

      “Hang on, Samuel.” I tug at the coils tightening around him.

      “Help,” the kid squeaks. His forearms twitch at his sides. He totters backward.

      The teacher screams at me.

      But I’m too busy paying attention to the snake to hear what she says. The snake’s giving me a deadly look. I’m pretty sure it’s warning me I’m next.

      “Hey, Trev?”

      “Not now, Jay. This… is all… your fault,” I grunt, as I tug at one coil. It loosens, but then another takes its place. “The small snake… named Toad. How difficult…”

      The kid stumbles backward. I follow, wrestling with the snake. And then three things happen at the same time.

      The snake that isn’t Toad wraps its whip-like tail around my forearm, binding me to Samuel.

      The electric fence on all sides of the park snaps and sparkles, shooting miniature fireworks into the air.

      Samuel topples back, dragging me with him. The kid’s legs hit the wall around the crocodile pit. His mouth gasps noiselessly. His fiddle is way off-key and screechy. My head feels like it’s about to explode.

      Instead, we tumble over the woefully short wall and into the crocodile pit.
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      THE ONLY GOOD THING ABOUT falling into the crocodile pit is the relative silence. The walls mute the worst of the noise. Most of the emotional cascade bounces overhead like invisible fireworks. Plus, everyone is momentarily shocked into silence. Except one.

      Jay leans over the wall. “Dude, you okay?”

      “Dumbest… question… ever,” I mutter as I roll onto hands and knees.

      The other good thing about falling into the crocodile pit: the impact has loosened the boa’s coils. I yank my arm free and unwrap the snake from around Samuel’s neck. The kid summons up enough energy to start screaming.

      “Save your breath, kid.” I work on the coils around his chest.

      “Hey, Trev?” Jay says.

      “Not now. A little busy.”

      “Get busy faster.”

      The bad thing about falling into a crocodile pit? It has crocodiles. Crocs might be relics from the dinosaur age, but they definitely aren’t slow. Not when it comes to an easy meal.

      The snake figures this out faster than I do. It releases its grip on Samuel, slithers toward a large branch in the middle of the pit, and twists its way to the top.

      “Croak,” Samuel gasps.

      “Not yet, kiddo.” I aim for a reassuring tone and fail.

      Samuel’s fiddle skips up a couple of octaves. “Croc.”

      I look over my shoulder and into the open jaws of a crocodile, at least twice my length and three times my weight. The thing looks clunky and slow, but the speed at which it exits the pond is anything but.

      “Trevor,” Jay screeches. “Run.”

      “Where?” I start dragging Samuel toward the other end of the pit.

      The croc waddles after us. And it’s not the only one. A second overgrown lizard has woken up to the sight of fresh meat, and is angling at us from the other direction.

      “Trevor.”

      I lean against the wall and crane my head back.

      Kezia waves. “Remember how Miss Happy said to keep a low profile?”

      “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “Forget her instructions. Blast those monsters!”

      That, I can handle. There’s enough emotional energy around me to fuel half a dozen explosions. But I only need one. One that will send the crocodiles in any direction but ours.

      “Help,” Samuel cries. He’s trying to use me as a stepping stone to climb out of the pit.

      “Ha-ha, Samuel’s gonna get eaten,” Juma chants.

      It’s official. I despise that kid.

      “Trev—”

      “Not now, Jay.”

      “If you have to wrestle a crocodile,” he says, “wrap your arms around its jaws and keep them shut.”

      I have no intention of wrestling anything except Juma, who’s taking photos of our imminent demise. I push Samuel behind me.

      Crocodile number one is now several feet away, and trying to decide which morsel to start with: a snack in the form of a chubby little kid, or the main course?

      I close my eyes, reaching out for the emotional orchestra flooding around me. It’s now spilling into the crocodile pit, thanks to all the children leaning precariously over the wall. I don’t blame them. At least one of these videos is definitely going to go viral. I have a nagging sense that’s not a great idea, but I can’t think of why at this moment.

      Instead, I tug at the emotional energy, funneling it into me. I let it build up, like a pressure cooker sealed tight and set on the stove at high heat. The noise is so loud in my head, I can barely hear the crowd or Samuel’s desperate screams for help. They’re a distant whisper.

      I keep pulling at the energy until the pressure is almost intolerable.

      And then I release it.

      My body convulses like a rubber band, flinging the energy at the closest crocodile. I channel the full force of the pressure directly into its gaping mouth.

      The crocodile lifts up and performs a backward roll. That’s not something crocodiles normally do. They’re not acrobatic by nature. They grab, drag, and roll in the water.

      But my crocodile? It’s doing backflips. It flips over its length several times, splashing across the pond. It only stops when it crashes into the far wall.

      The second crocodile pauses for a second, its jaws gaping wide. Then it scuttles toward me, oblivious to the fate of its roommate.

      I reach out for more emotional energy. But my vision blurs, and I can’t feel anything. Not even panic at the rapidly approaching carnivore.

      Kids start chanting, “Wrestle it. Wrestle it.”

      I don’t know who started the chant. Wrestle a croc? It makes zero sense. Unless I’m suicidal, which I’m not.

      The chant gets louder, filling my mind. Samuel screams, but his words are lost in the vocal storm pummeling me.

      Without thinking, I use my remaining energy to push against the ground. I shoot upward, way higher than is possible on the Earth’s surface. My arms flail around me, but gravity wins. I fall, landing squarely on the crocodile’s back.

      The crowd goes wild. For a second, I’m a gladiator in a Roman arena, fighting off some mythical beast.

      Then reality and the croc’s scaly back hit me. I’m a fourteen-year-old high school student in the twenty-first century, wrestling with a crocodile. I have only one advantage: the creature is momentarily stunned. It’s probably wondering who or what would dare jump on it.

      I’m wondering the same thing.

      “Dude. Hold its jaws shut,” Jay shouts.

      “Or climb out,” Kezia screams.

      But I’m past that option now. I scramble onto the crocodile’s head and wrap my arms around its jaws. Jay was right. It’s easier to shut the jaws than to open them. They’re designed that way. Once they snap shut, they stay shut in order to hold their prey.

      That mechanism is now working against the crocodile. Unable
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