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      My brain hates me.

      No joke, from the time I was born it’s been trying to kill me. I had my first seizure when I was six weeks old, graduated to grand mals by three, and spent the next ten years in and out of hospitals while every doctor in the state tried to figure a way to keep my overloaded epileptic neurons from frying each other.

      I’ve tried every kind of medication. Pink ones, blue ones. Ones they poured directly into my veins. To speed me up, to slow me down. To rearrange the chemical soup in my head. Nothing ever worked.

      Eventually the doctors said the only solution was to cut my brain in half. They planned the surgery and everything—but at the last minute they found one last drug to try. And then, little by little, I was better.

      All thanks to this.

      The pill is light in my palm, pale green like a hospital wall. I started taking these beautiful green diamonds four years ago, right before my fourteenth birthday—a new medicine on a clinical trial—and slowly, the seizures disappeared.

      I haven’t had one for more than three years now. Mom and Dad have even relaxed a bit. They’ve let down their guard, I can feel it—can almost see it on their faces when they look at me. Maybe their daughter isn’t going to die. Maybe we can all be a normal family for once in my life.

      It’s almost too much to ask, but it’s been years. Maybe I can believe that I’m better. That I can start living my life.

      But either way, whether the seizures come back or not, I need to stop letting the possibility that they might determine what I can and can’t do. I want the same freedom everyone else has to not worry that I might convulse into traffic at any second.

      As far as Mom is concerned, my future’s already planned out for me. Graduation. Community college. Crappy, boring job. Nothing stressful, nothing that might trigger a relapse, and never more than thirty minutes away from her protection for the rest of my life.

      And the thing is, I’m even willing to do it her way. I owe her and Dad that much at least—they gave up everything for me. I can never repay them for it. But they have to see I’m more than just this fragile little girl in need of constant babying. They need to loosen their grip, just a little. That’s all I’m asking.

      I’ll be eighteen in less than three weeks. June 30, 1983. The day I become an adult. I’ll be a high school graduate, on my way to college. I’ll have the right to vote. To join the Army if I want.

      If I can die for my country, I should be allowed to make my own decisions, whatever they may be.

      So I’m making a decision: New Order, my favorite band in the world, is coming all the way from England, and they’re playing a show at the Paradise Garage next month in New York. I’m going to be there.

      I didn’t get a chance to see them when they were Joy Division—what they called themselves before Ian Curtis, their previous lead singer, died—and then when I read about how he’d killed himself, and that he’d had epilepsy too …

      They’re like my spirit animal—if a spirit animal could be a new wave band from Manchester. They’re both a worst-case scenario—my epilepsy one day killing me—and an inspiration—that death isn’t the end. The phoenix rises from the ashes and life goes on and all that stuff people say to be nice but is actually kind of true.

      Either way, whatever the outcome, they taught me I don’t have to be afraid.

      Plus, their music is killer. Joy Division and New Order both, and they’re playing at the Paradise Garage, the coolest club in New York. Gabriel’s told me all about it. No way am I missing this show.

      I know the risks. I know the arguments.

      It’s in the city. At night. What if people are drinking? What if there are drugs? What if something happens?

      Always. What if something happens?

      I toss the pill in my mouth and yank a Dixie Cup from the dispenser next to the sink.

      Well, what if something doesn’t?

      What if something never does?

      I fill the cup with a splash of water and wash the pill down, crumple the cup and drop it into the garbage, then check myself one last time in the mirror and pull a loose strand of black hair back behind my ears.

      I’ll give Mom and Dad one last shot. I’ll ask if I can go. I need to know they can see past their knee-jerk smothering overprotection and allow me the chance to live my life. If they can do that, if they’re willing to accept that I’m growing up—and have been for a while now—then I’ll stay and do it their way. College, living at home, the whole thing.

      And if they can’t, well, then they don’t leave me any other choice—I’ll just have to go on without them.
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      I grab my bag off the hallway floor and head downstairs. Mom has breakfast waiting—eggs and rice, as usual. She’s at the sink, already dressed in practical beige slacks and stretched out blue cardigan that hangs over her hips, with her apron tied around her waist and her curly auburn hair held back by a kerchief.

      She’s humming something, but I don’t know what. Probably one of those folky flower-power songs no one’s ever heard of. She literally has the worst taste in music.

      Dad’s home from the night shift, still in his scrubs, dark smudges under his eyes. He always looks like he’s about to collapse—they run the nurses off their feet in the ER—but somehow, he always manages to smile.

      “Morning, Minnow,” Dad says, squinting a smile at me over his paper. I drop my bag on the floor and take my seat across the table from him. He’s called me Minnow my whole life, and I don’t even know why. Far as I can tell it’s a dad joke about my name that took on a life of its own. I don’t even like fish.

      Mom sets a plate in front of me and absently tousles my hair like I’m six, and I have to straighten it back down and tuck it away again behind my ears. She’s never going to let me grow up.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say, then lean toward Dad. “So how many kinds of stupid went on at the hospital last night?”

      He comes home with the craziest stories. I’m amazed by the absurd things that happen in the hospital—both with the patients and the staff. People think teenagers do dumb things, but that was a full-grown adult who walked into the ER with his thumb in a jar of ice because he tried to remove a wart with a band saw.

      “Seven,” Dad whispers over his paper, then shakes his head and waves it away. All part of the job.

      He doesn’t like to complain. I think that’s where I get it from, but still I know he’s frustrated to be working as a nurse. He knows more than the doctors, and the doctors resent him for it.

      All his life he only ever wanted to be a surgeon. He was born in China and his parents were of the lucky few able to send their first-born son to a medical school in New York. He was an exceptional student, well on his way to an illustrious career. Then he met Mom.

      She was in school too, creative writing. She was pretty and funny and free-spirited. She planned on being a writer, and from what little she’s let me read, she was pretty good too.

      The story I get is they met at some kind of student mixer and he was this dashing exotic genius and she this ball of energy and they fell for each other. No one approved, of course. I figure it was probably meant to be a fling—Mom was headed for the West Coast and Dad had a career in medicine ahead of him.

      Then I came along and knocked everyone’s plans out of orbit.

      The pregnancy was difficult. Mom tells me all the time about how they thought they were going to lose me, all the two-in-the-morning dashes to the hospital when the cramping became unbearable. She was on bed rest for the last two months, and then after I was born, those scares became trivial.

      First came the twitching and the spasms, but no one could figure out what was wrong with me. When the seizures started to affect my breathing and heartbeat, the doctors diagnosed me with acute cryptogenic epilepsy. They said they’d never seen a case as bad as mine and admitted they didn’t know whether the seizures would stop on their own or kill me. So Mom and Dad put their plans on hold to sit by my bedside and wait to see if I’d live or die.

      After a year the seizures hadn’t stopped, but I wasn’t dead either, so Dad switched tracks and entered nursing school—he was still years from becoming a doctor—and with his training he plowed through in eighteen months and took the first job he could find, in the Emergency Room at Buffalo General. And that’s how we ended up here.

      Mom dropped out of school and devoted herself to keeping me alive. I became her new life’s work. I’m all she has.

      It’ll break my heart if I have to run away from them. It’ll crush them—Mom especially. They’ve both sacrificed so much for me, left their dreams and families behind, took jobs they didn’t want to pay medical bills they couldn’t afford.

      They’ve done so much for me, I know I’m a jerk for even thinking about leaving. But I didn’t ask for any of this—and I’ve done the best I could, haven’t I?

      I’ve tried to make up for all the trouble I caused, been a good girl, kept my head down and my nose clean, but I’ve barely had a life of my own. I’ve never been to a sleepover. I only have one real friend. I didn’t go out for Debate or the Math Team even though I knew I’d be good at them and could handle the stress. And I’ve never even had anything remotely like a boyfriend.

      I’m seventeen and never so much as held a boy’s hand. How lame is that?

      I move my breakfast around on my plate then stab a piece of egg and glare at it on the end of my fork.

      Mom’s been so terrified that I could die at any second she hardly lets me out of her sight. Drama Club was the only concession she’s ever made, and only then because I kicked up such a fuss.

      I keep testing, keep hoping that maybe one day her determination to keep me in a bubble will weaken—but if anything, it’s only gotten stronger as graduation’s approached. She can sense my frustration. We’ve talked about it a few times already, this isn’t something new.

      I wanted to go to school in New York, to Columbia, like Dad wanted to, but it was decided that community college was better. I’d be closer to home.

      They have to see that I’m nearly an adult now, that I won’t die the second I’m out of their sight. If they can do that, then I won’t have to make the grand dramatic display of slipping away in the middle of the night. Otherwise …

      Ugh. I’m stalling.

      This is it. One way or another, my life is about to change.

      “Mom,” I say, “I’ve been thinking …” I bite the egg off my fork, force myself to chew and swallow.

      “Mmm,” she replies absently from the sink, her yellow-gloved hand scrubbing away at the rice pot. “What’s that, sunshine?”

      “I’m going to be eighteen—”

      Dad lowers his paper and gives me a sly smile. “You want to have a party? You could have Gabriel over, maybe some of your other friends from school—from your play. We could have pizza—”

      “A pizza party? No, Dad, I’m not twelve.” I take a breath, resisting the urge to say something sarcastic. “I’m too old for pizza parties.”

      “No one’s too old for pizza,” Dad counters. “I love pizza.”

      He doesn’t get it.

      “I want go to New York. There’s a band I want to see and Gabe’s going and the tickets are on sale today and if I want to go I need to buy one this afternoon before they sell out ...”

      It all comes out in a garble but it’s done. There, I said it.

      And now I realize I’m holding my breath.

      “You want to go to the city?” Mom asks. She’s set the pot back in the sink and is looking at me with her lips narrow and her eyes scrunched up, like I just told her I got a job delivering packages for Sketchy Ralph—who’s twenty-two and still hangs out with high school kids.

      She pulls off her gloves and hangs them over the faucet, then dries her hands on her apron and comes to stand beside Dad. “That’s eight hours on the train. You’d have to stay overnight.”

      “Gabe has a place for us to sleep,” I say, and when I see the “no” already forming in her eyes, I try one last time. “I’ll be eighteen by then, about to start college. I think I’ve earned a little freedom …” I start, but don’t finish the sentence. I know it’s no use.

      Dad purses his lips like he’s actually considering it and looks up to Mom, but I can already tell what she’s going to say by the look on her face.

      “I don’t think so, dear,” she says, putting her hand on Dad’s shoulder. “What if something happened?”

      “I’m taking my meds,” I counter, giving her one more chance, one last chance to change her mind. “I haven’t had a seizure in years. Please?”

      She takes a moment, a moment longer than it usually takes her to say “no,” and I feel myself hope, for a flicker of a second, that maybe she’s reconsidering—but then she shakes her head.

      “I’m sorry, Jasmin,” she says. “Maybe next time.”

      But there won’t be a next time.

      “Okay,” I say. “I understand.”

      I take another bite of egg, chew and swallow, but don’t taste anything.

      I know enough not to argue. I’m a good girl, I know my limitations. My boundaries.

      The answer is “no,” and there is no further conversation.

      So, I guess that’s it.

      I’m officially running away from home.
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      I meet Gabriel at his locker after homeroom.

      “I’m leaving,” I say, and don’t have to explain. I’ve been flirting with the idea of taking off for a while now.

      He steps up to me and grabs me by the shoulders. “Good. For. You,” he says and pulls me into an awkward hug. Gabriel Bennet is the coolest guy I know. He doesn’t give a crap what anyone thinks about him, but for some reason physical contact completely weirds him out.

      I let him hug me and then he lets go and smooths his shirt back into his chinos. He’s gone full preppy today—deck shoes with no socks and a salmon-pink polo shirt buttoned to the neck, with the sleeves rolled up over the dark skin of his forearms and up past his elbows. He smells like he just came from the mall.

      Sometimes I’m amazed we’re even friends. Gabriel has never made a bad fashion choice in his life, and if it weren’t for my uniform of jeans, music T-shirts, and my Doc Martens, I’d still be in my pajamas. I’m wearing the Unknown Pleasures shirt today—which, come to think of it, I wore yesterday too. I’m surprised he didn’t say anything.

      Gabe has an eye for fashion that I just don’t. He was the one who found these cherry Docs for my birthday last year. I don’t know where he found them—he takes off on weekends and goes into the city to comb the vintage shops and always comes back with something great.

      He does what he wants and no one stops him. I guess that’s the upside of having so many brothers and sisters, you can kind of lose yourself in the crowd.

      “What happened? Tell me all about it,” he says, eyes cocked, but he knows me well enough I’m pretty sure he could already tell me exactly how it went.

      “They’re scared I’m going to die at any second.”

      He looks me up and down and finally raises an eye at my rerun T-shirt. “While many things about you scare me,” he says with a smirk, “you’re too way stubborn to die.”

      I slug him on the shoulder and he pretends it hurts.

      “You can still get me a ticket to the show?” I ask.

      “Of course. I’ll call my friend and tell him I need another,” he says cryptically. He’s been making a lot of new friends lately. Sometimes he goes down to the city on Friday afternoon and I don’t see him again until Tuesday morning. He’s leaving Buffalo one weekend at a time. He might be gone before I am.

      “Come on,” I say, teasing. “You don’t have any other friends.”

      Gabe’s been my best friend since elementary school, really the only friend I’ve ever had. One day in the first grade, when no one would play with the kid who flopped around on the ground all the time, he took me by the hand and made me play in the sandbox with him. We’ve been close ever since.

      I had a huge crush on him for a while a few years ago—he’s basically the perfect guy. Funny and quick and a great actor and a good student, everyone loves him—but I kept it to myself, never seeing even a hint that he might feel the same way. I thought it was odd that he never had a girlfriend—not that they didn’t try—but it wasn’t until years later that I finally clued in and realized why.

      He didn’t like girls.

      We’ve still never talked about it. He’s my best friend and he still hasn’t told me, but I think I know why: I’m his shield of normalcy. There were rumors that we were  boyfriend and girlfriend, or that we’d even gone all the way, but neither of us ever tried too hard to deny anything, and that kept anyone from asking too many questions about the good-looking black kid who dressed better than everyone else in the school. He’s never told me, but he’s never had to either. I think that’s why we get along so well.

      “Ground Control to Major Jas,” Gabe says, snapping his fingers in my face, and I realize I’ve been staring off into space again. I get like that sometimes, lost in my head. “You still here?”

      “Just thinking,” I say as Gabe grabs his books from his locker and swings it closed. We merge into the stream of kids funneling through the halls. “Maybe we can get a place together in the city?” I suggest. “We can leave right after graduation. Summer in New York?”

      “I’m in,” Gabe says, without hesitation. “My friend probably knows where we can find a room to share.”

      I knock my shoulder into him, and he nearly drops his books. “When am I going to meet this ‘friend’ for myself?” I ask.

      He just smiles, and I’m about to press him but notice Martin Locke and his clique bantering away at their lockers outside math class. I try to keep it together, but of course, Gabe knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      “Why don’t you just ask him?” Gabe whispers dramatically, then nudges me toward where Martin is leaning against his locker, hair flopped over one eye, talking to his friends Scott and Derek. “I have a feeling he might say yes.”

      Gabe knows I have a secret crush on Martin and thinks I should ask him to the Grad Dance, but how can I? Martin’s gorgeous. He’s got thick brown hair and the bluest of blue eyes, and that snaggletooth that pokes down past his upper lip when he smiles …

      He’s smart, funny, and even though he could be, as good-looking as he is, he’s never a jerk. If I were someone else, maybe I would ask, but no one “likes” me.

      I’m popular enough, I guess, and friendly with plenty of people, boys and girls, but who wants a broken girlfriend, someone who could croak in the middle of making out.

      “Hi, Jasmin,” Martin says as I’m about to pass him into Math. Gabe nudges me again, this time hard enough it makes me grunt, and my cheeks flush in embarrassment and I’m instantly torn between slugging Gabe right back and running away in shame.

      “Oh, hey Martin,” I say, then nod at the twins. “Don’t you have English now?”

      Stupid. Now he thinks I track his every move.

      Martin smiles. “Yeah, we were just about to leave,” he says, turning and closing his locker. “Are you going to the Grad Dance?” he asks casually. A little too casually, because I catch him watching for my answer.

      Oh. My. God.

      The question is so unexpected I can’t make my mouth work. Why is he asking? Does he know something? Could he know I’ll be gone by then? No, that’s impossible, he’s just being polite, right?

      Right?

      He couldn’t be interested in me, could he?

      Gabe clears his throat behind me. “She is,” he says. “Isn’t that right, Jasmin?”

      I manage a stunned nod.

      “Great,” Martin says, then lowers his eyes and rubs his thumb across his lips in that self-conscious way he does. He brushes by me, heading for Ms. Metcalf’s first period English. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”

      Blood rushes out of my head and I get dizzy. I’m glad Gabriel is there to prop me up because otherwise I might have hit the floor.

      “Look at the state of you,” Gabriel tuts as he leads me to Mr. Reilly’s math class. “You have no cool at all.”
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      I don’t mind walking home, even in the dead of winter when the snow’s blowing so hard you can barely see. It sometimes feels like it’s always snowing here in Buffalo, but today is beautiful. Sunny and warm, but not too warm. It’s one of those rare days when it feels like anything could happen.

      Between deciding to leave home and then Martin showing a flicker of unexpected interest, this has been a very weird day. It’s hard to picture it, but in less than a month I could be living in New York City. I don’t think I’ll stay there long at first, but I have to wait until my birthday before I can get a passport without a parent’s signature. After that, I want to see the world.

      I’ve been saving money for years: birthdays and Christmases and Chinese New Years. I have a few thousand dollars in my bank account, more than enough to get me started. I can bunk with Gabe for a month or two while I get my passport settled and my plane ticket bought—that way I can see what it’s like living on my own without being too far away from Mom and Dad should everything fall apart and I need to come crying back to them.

      My stomach flutters. I have a secret. My life is about to change.

      Everything is going to change.

      I just have to get through graduation—Mom and Dad will be there, excited to watch me get my diploma, with no idea that I’ll be gone shortly after—and then the dance …

      Ugh.

      Martin Locke.

      Could he really be interested in me?

      I mean, I guess I’m cute enough, in a way, but no one’s ever called me beautiful or anything. Jaws don’t drop open when I walk by. Cars don’t crash. It’s fine by me—I wouldn’t want creeps ogling me or anything—but apart from my mom, no one’s ever much commented on my looks at all.

      It’s just my luck—the impossible happens and I’ve already made other plans.

      Maybe it’s a joke, Martin and Scott and Derek playing a prank on me, pulling one over on seizure-girl. If that’s the case, they can all suck it—but for some reason I don’t get that vibe from Martin.

      If anything, I think he might actually like me.

      I mean, I’ve caught him looking at me, more than once, but I thought that was because I was looking at him. And when we’ve talked he’s always paid attention, like he wants to hear what I have to say and isn’t just waiting for his turn to talk. I thought he was being nice, like everyone else. Being gentle with me in case I shatter.

      He does like me …

      My breath unexpectedly catches and my stomach flips.

      No, this is dumb. I have plans. Plans that don’t involve falling for Martin Locke days before I take off. I don’t need another reason to chicken out. It’s hard enough as it is.

      But still, that doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be nice. I hear the music start in my head. Feel the closeness of the gym made into a dance floor, don’t have to think too hard about pressing against him, his hands on my waist and mine up around his neck—then a frantic cry snaps me back to reality.

      I spin around and see a kid on a bike—a boy, can’t be more than seven or eight—careening down the sidewalk, headed for the intersection. His light is red and Niagara Street is basically a highway, everyone always going way too fast. If he doesn’t stop …

      The kid’s wailing and his pedals are spinning like mad and he can’t get his feet on them to press the brakes. A man who must be his dad is running after him, yelling at him to bail, but either the kid can’t hear or is too scared to fall.

      I check over my shoulder and see a dump truck flying up the road, trying to catch the light. The kid isn’t going to stop in time. Neither is the truck.

      Without thinking I drop my bag and sprint to grab the kid before he can get to the street, but I’m too far away. The boy rides off the sidewalk into the road, where he catches his front tire in a giant pothole, flies over the handlebars, and sprawls into the intersection. He doesn’t get up.

      The truck driver hasn’t noticed—he’s looking down at something on the passenger seat.

      The kid’s going to get creamed.

      I keep going, darting out into the street, hoping I can reach the kid and drag him out of the way before the truck gets to us. But by the time I’m close enough to touch him, I know I’ve done something incredibly stupid.

      The driver finally looks up, a donut in his mouth, and sees me and the kid in the road in front of him. By then, it’s way too late.

      Screeching tires scramble my thoughts and I squeeze my eyes shut, bracing for the impact. Of all the ways I’ve imagined dying, getting squashed by a dump truck never entered the top twenty. At least it will be over quick.

      I wrap my arms around the boy and hunch myself over him, protecting him with my body as much as I can, for what good that’ll do.

      The air grows electric and the world fuzzes in a way I haven’t felt for years, not since I found the green diamond pills. There’s a flash of brilliant purple light and then the truck slams into us with a sound like the world is ending.

      Everything goes dark.

      The noise is terrifying, all rending metal and crackling energy and the kid is screaming but I’m not dead—we’re not dead.

      At least I don’t think we are.

      As a matter of fact, I don’t feel anything.

      I just got hit by a truck. I should feel something. Maybe I’m in shock. Maybe my brain is finally cooperating for once and protecting me from the pain.

      Smoke and heat fill my lungs, and a coughing fit from lack of oxygen finally forces my eyes open.

      I’m still alive, somehow still alive.

      The kid is clinging to my neck as I stand and stagger us away from the heat, feel the flames on my back as I get him to the corner and drop him into his dad’s arms before my knees give out.

      Someone catches me. My hands and feet are tingling, my head filling with light, and I can only think of Mom, sitting at home waiting for me, and how she’ll react when I don’t arrive, when she hears I’ve been hit by a truck, that I had another seizure …

      Another seizure. I guess this means I’m not running away.

      My head wrenches to the side as the first convulsion grips me. People are surrounding me now, crowded around, and the arms that had been holding me lower me to the asphalt. All I can see are feet. Feet and tires.

      Another convulsion tears through me, and someone shoves a sour leather wallet in my mouth, but there’s nothing I can do about it. Nothing I can do but ride it until I pass out.

      My body’s gone but I can still see. The dump truck’s burning, its front-end concave, flames licking through the grill, smoke pouring into the air.

      And past that, on the other side of the street, is a man, tall and thin, and he’s watching me.

      He’s not much older than I am, with blue-black hair slicked back like some kind of ’50’s greaser and wearing an ancient tweed suit with cuffs that stop well above his wrists and ankles.

      My vision closes in, fading to nothing as another tremor grabs hold, and I already know this is gonna be a big one, but in the seconds before I pass out I’m sure I see the man across the road, with his face split wide, laughing at me.
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      Even before my eyes are open I know I’m in the hospital. I can smell it, antiseptic but still somehow never clean. The beeps and whirrs of the equipment were the first music I ever heard, the soundtrack to my disease.

      My head is throbbing, as if something has hooked my brain right between my eyes and is tugging on the line. I shift a little, testing the state of my body, and suddenly everything hurts, not just my head.

      It was a bad one. From how wrecked I feel, probably more than one, all in a row. I haven’t had a cluster seizure since I was little.

      I move my tongue around in my mouth to make sure I didn’t bite it off. I didn’t, but the insides of my cheeks are all chewed up. I’m going to need some aspirin.

      Even blinking hurts. I try to get my eyes open but the lights in the room are blazing, rimmed with halos, and I have to squint to see Mom, standing nearby but staring out the dark window. She doesn’t look too distraught. There are no tears, anyway.

      I’m in a double room but the bed beside me is empty. The TV’s on up in the corner with the sound off, and the 11:00 evening news is starting. I’ve been unconscious for hours.

      Then the room goes wobbly as I remember what happened, and what it means, and the sudden pain in my heart is enough to drown out the rest of my aching body—I’m not leaving anymore.

      I’m still sick.

      They’ll monitor me here for a few days, probably schedule more appointments. They’ll want to go over my medication, test new doses and combinations, run EEGs.

      It’s all happening again.

      Which means I’m never, ever leaving.

      My chin quivers and for a second I want to let it go, to cry my face off, but I know I can’t. I need to be strong, for all of us. Besides, I learned a long time ago how to keep myself from crying.

      I focus on my breath and let the world spin around me, controlling only what I can. Every time my mind starts to wander to my frustration and fear I call it back, focusing on the air passing in and out of my nostrils, breezing up and down my throat, until the urge to fall apart passes.

      Once it’s gone, I swallow the last of my disappointment and get on with it.

      “Hi, Mom,” I say, in the cheeriest voice I can manage, but my throat is raw and the words come out rough.

      She turns from the window and her face collapses in relief and she runs to me and grabs me up in a hug. I can feel her hot tears on my cheek as she holds me, and all I can do is pat her sides because I don’t have the strength to lift my arms. She holds me for a long time and I let her. She needs this. Needs to feel for herself that I’m solid. That I’m not going anywhere.

      Even though she frustrates me more than anyone, she’s still my mom—I love her more than anyone, too. When she’s all cried out she pulls away, takes a breath, wipes her face on her sleeve, and then switches to business mode.

      “How do you feel, one to ten?” she asks, starting at the beginning of the routine.

      “Six,” I lie. This is just about as close to a ten as I’ve ever been.

      She knows I’m lying, I can tell by the look on her face, but today she doesn’t call me on it.

      “What do you remember?”

      Not much, now that I think about it. “Just, I was walking home from school and then … here.”

      “That’s it?” I can tell by the way she’s too casual about it that something’s not right. She’s hiding something.

      My stomach sucks in on itself.

      Oh no. What’s wrong with me?

      “What is it?” I ask. “Is it bad?”

      She thinks about it for a second, but when she answers I know it’s the truth. She promised a long time ago she wouldn’t lie to me about my health.

      “No,” she says. Tears well in her eyes again but she’s still smiling. “They can’t find a thing wrong with you. They want to do an EEG to be sure—but it’s been so long since your last episode, they think it might have been a reaction to the stress of ...” she stops herself, makes a sound that’s not quite a laugh, and shakes her head.

      “The stress of what?” I ask, but before she answers I can see for myself, on the TV. There’s a reporter standing at the intersection of Niagara and Virginia, and behind him is a dump truck with its front end all smashed in. It looks like it rammed into a concrete pillar.

      And then I remember—that wasn’t a pillar. That was me.

      I should be dead. And that kid too.

      I lower my eyes from the TV, and Mom’s watching me, waiting for a reaction, but I’m too stunned to do anything but stare back at her.

      Why didn’t that truck flatten me?

      The reporter is talking to someone, and Mom narrates for me. She’s probably watched it every half hour since I’ve been in here.

      “They say you ran into the street after that boy,” she says, and once again bursts into tears. “You stupid, brave, stupid girl.” She comes and sits on the bed and puts her hand on my leg. “They say there was a flash of light and an ungodly noise and then you stumbled out of the smoke and flames with the boy in your arms.” She takes a deep breath and squeezes my leg again. “The paramedics say you died twice—once on the sidewalk and again in the ambulance—but you were stable by the time they got you into emergency.” Now she leans in and her voice lowers, almost like she’s afraid to be overheard. “They couldn’t find a scratch on you.”

      “How?” is all I can say. I remember the fear and my vision going fuzzy and the terrible noise and then the flash and the smoke, but I have no idea what really happened.

      “No one knows. Not the doctors, not the police. Someone suggested a freak lightning strike.”

      “But the sky was clear,” I say. “How is that possible?”

      She shakes her head, grinning like we just won the lottery. “It isn’t,” she says. “But you’re still here, and that’s all I care about.”

      She leans in again and gives me another tight squeeze, and this time I’ve got enough strength in my arms to return it.

      “How’s the boy?” I ask once she’s disentangled herself and wiped her face.

      “Brendan,” she says, her voice full of wonder. “He’s absolutely fine. Traumatized, obviously, but there isn’t a mark on him either”—she pauses for a second—“other than the bruises on his arms from where you were holding him.”

      I feel myself flush. “Mom, I didn’t mean to—”

      She laughs. “Oh, honey. Of course you didn’t. His parents were in here for hours, waiting for you to wake up so they could thank you. I finally had to tell them to go home and get Brendan to bed.” She sits back with her I’ve-got-a-secret look on her face. “And you know what else?”

      I’m not up for guessing games right now. “What?”

      At first it seems like she wants to keep playing, but she must see my frustration because she just tells me. “They own River Walk Motors, and they said they want to give you a reward—ten thousand dollars!”

      “Ten thousand dollars?” I say, hardly able to believe it. This is too much. “I can’t take their money. I don’t deserve it.”

      “You ran in front of a truck and saved their boy,” Mom says. She claps my leg one last time and slides down off the bed. “As far as I’m concerned there isn’t enough money in the world to repay what you did.”

      I can’t help but smile at my whipsaw fortune. I wake from the first seizure I’ve had in years thinking I’m stuck here forever, only to find out there’s nothing wrong with me, that the speeding truck I ran in front of didn’t touch me, and now there’s nothing stopping my escape.

      “What about the driver?” I ask. “Is he okay?”

      She snorts and looks off toward the door. Someone’s coming.

      “Hey, Minnow,” Dad says as he pokes his head around the curtain. “You’re awake!”

      He looks relieved, but if anything, that only makes him look more tired than usual. He walks around Mom and leans over and kisses the top of my head, picks up my wrist, and starts counting.

      “You don’t have to take my pulse,” I say, playfully twisting my arm away.

      “Just making sure,” he says.

      “Mom won’t tell me what happened to the driver,” I say, throwing her a glance.

      “He was still drunk from lunch,” Dad says. “Went through the windshield. They found him fifty feet from the crash, lying in the street. He’s in the ICU, paralyzed from the neck down.”

      I want to blame myself for that too but find it hard—besides, I don’t know that I did anything. Who knows what happened. Right now, it doesn’t matter, I just want to go home.

      “Can we go then?” I ask, looking around for my clothes. “They didn’t cut my shirt, did they?”

      Mom gives me a quizzical look but says, “No, it’s folded up in the drawer.”

      I sit myself up and pull back the sheet to swing myself down from the bed, but Mom stops me and Dad gets out of her way.

      “They want to keep you overnight,” she says, and when I open my mouth to object she keeps right on talking, “just for observation. If your EEG is good in the morning, we’ll go.”

      “I’ll come by and check on you,” Dad says. “And I must warn you, I have access to pudding.”

      “I don’t want pudding. I want to go home.”

      “The police need to talk to you,” Mom blurts. “You’re supposed to stay here.”

      “The police?” I ask, suddenly nervous though not sure why. I haven’t done anything wrong. “About what?”

      She furrows her eyebrows. “What do you think? After what you walked away from?”

      “Am I under arrest?”

      “What?” Mom asks, and shoots Dad a look like she hadn’t considered that.

      “No, of course not,” Dad says. “What could you be in trouble for?”

      Right. I didn’t do anything. I survived being hit by a truck, how’s that a crime?

      “One night?” I ask.

      Mom’s lips split in a wide grin. “One night.”

      I slump back into the bed and want to be frustrated but I can’t. I’m not dead. I’m not sick. And I got a ten-thousand dollar reward.

      As bad as it started, somehow this day couldn’t have ended any better.
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      Mom and I settle in and watch a rerun of the Tonight Show, and once David Letterman comes on Mom stretches, yawns, says she’s going for a coffee and asks if I want anything.

      “Why are you drinking coffee at this time of night?” I ask her. “You should just go home.” Otherwise she’ll spend all night here, tossing and turning in that chair beside the bed, and neither of us will get any sleep.

      “No,” she says. “I’ll stay here with you. I don’t mind.” She looks down at the hard chair. “I can sleep there, it’s not a problem.”

      “Go home,” I insist. “I’m going to sleep anyway. Dad’s downstairs. No point in you being uncomfortable all night.”

      She looks out the window, in the direction of the apartment. Her bed’s only a five-minute drive from here. “You’re sure?” she asks.

      “I’m fine, Mom. Really.”

      She bobbles her head like she’s still thinking it over but then leans and kisses my forehead like she hasn’t done in years. “I’ll be back first thing,” she says as she gathers up her purse. “I love you. See you in the morning.”

      “’Night, Mom,” I say. “Love you too.”

      The moment after she steps out of the room there’s a sudden rush of air and an electric crackle and then a man’s standing under the TV.

      I recognize him instantly—that weird guy in the old suit who was laughing like a lunatic from across the street as I went into convulsions.

      I don’t think, just immediately swing to the floor and get the bed between us. I reach around for something to protect myself with, but there’s nothing here to use as a weapon because this is a hospital. All I can do is grab the beige water pitcher from the stand and cock it beside my ear. I don’t know if I’m going to throw it or swing it at him, but if he takes one step closer we’re both going to find out.

      “Nurse!” I yell. “Help.”

      “Jasmin Parker,” he says with his eyes wide and his hands patting the air, “please be calm, I mean you no harm.” His voice is weird. Foreign, but with no accent I’ve ever heard before. Kind of lilting and whistly, but even that’s not as freaky as him calling me by name.

      How does he know my name?

      Must have read it on my chart, or maybe at the nurse’s station. But how did he get into the room?

      He hasn’t moved since he first spoke, and now that I’ve had a chance to look at him he’s younger than I thought at first. It’s the suit that makes him look old. He’s got a long, prominent nose and light eyes under the thick arches of his eyebrows, and his hair is so black it shimmers.

      “Who are you?” I ask. Where’s the nurse?

      “I am Grackle,” he says, twitching his head in a nod. With his slicked-back hair and his too-short tweed suit, he looks like a cartoon bird come to life. “I’ve come here for you.”

      I grip the water pitcher tighter, ready to heave it at his head if he comes even a hair closer. “You’ll stay the hell away from me if you know what’s good for you.”

      Grackle purses his lips and nods. “Of course,” he says, almost to himself, then glances out the window before setting his eyes on me, and says, “you don’t know who you are yet … I’m sorry, but we don’t have time to argue. You must come with me.” He moves to grab me, and I throw the pitcher at him. It slows him down long enough I can yell again, and this time I don’t hold back.

      Just as the nurse comes racing in, the air crackles with the smell of overloaded batteries—then pops. She sees me standing with my back against the wall and a pitcher rocking on the wet floor and stops short.

      “What is it?” she asks, scanning the room.

      “Him,” I say. I point to the corner where the lunatic was standing and see nothing but the TV. He’s gone.

      “Who?” the nurse asks, bending and looking under the bed. Then she stands and puts her hands on her hips. “Was it another rat?”

      I can’t exactly say, No, it was a strange man and he tried to grab me but then he disappeared. They’ll think my brain is broken and I’ll never get out of here.

      So I nod, up and down, quickly. It’s all I can do—I sure can’t speak. There’s an invisible lunatic in my room.

      Either that, or there’s something very wrong with me.

      The nurse shakes her head and sighs. “They won’t hurt you—but we’re going to have to get the exterminator back in here.”

      “Thanks,” I say as I climb back into bed, scanning the room for signs he’s still in here, watching me. “Sorry about the mess.”

      “No trouble, dear,” she says and pauses in the doorway. “I’ll get Vince in here with the mop. Now try to get some sleep.”

      She strides out of the room and I immediately fix my eyes back to where Grackle was standing. The moment the nurse leaves, the air shimmers and he steps through electric nothing and back into the room. So, not invisible?

      “How do you do that?” I ask, putting on the tough-girl voice I use when guys harass me on the bus.

      He presses his hands together, takes a tentative step forward, and glances out into the hallway, but he doesn’t make another grab at me. “I understand your confusion, and I promise to explain everything, but you must come with me.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I say, crossing my arms. “I saw you, after the truck hit me. You were laughing.”

      His nose wriggles. “Of course. After all this time—I finally found you. Laughter is a valid expression of joy, is it not?”

      “I—Yeah, but …” Somehow his explanation doesn’t make me feel better. “You were looking for me?”

      “Yes, exactly,” he says, and glances out the window, scanning the night sky as if searching for something. “Now, if you’ll please”—he urges me on with his eyes—“we need to be on the move.”

      I can’t make sense of any of this. It’s impossible. Like something from a—

      That’s it, I’m dreaming. I never made it to the hospital at all. The truck wiped me out and this is my brain firing its last thoughts as I lie dying in the road. How else to explain escaping that wreck without a scratch, and then this Grackle guy stepping in and out of the room through an invisible door?

      “This is all in my head, isn’t it? None of this is happening.”

      He pats his chest and looks again out the window. “I assure you, this is all quite real.”

      It’s hard to believe, but still, this doesn’t feel like any dream I’ve ever had. The details are too vivid, my thoughts too crisp, without that hazy feeling that usually comes when I’m dreaming.

      “But how? I survived a head-on collision with a truck, and you just walked out of thin air. If I’m not dreaming the only other thing that would explain it is … superpowers or something.”

      His eyes flicker with impatience, but surprisingly, he doesn’t deny it.

      “Wait, do I have superpowers?”

      He takes a frustrated breath. “There’s far more to it than that,” he says, and my mouth drops open.

      “I have superpowers,” I mutter. My ears are ringing.

      “It’s not superpowers,” he says, louder this time, then immediately seems embarrassed at the sound of his voice. “But I need you to come with me, now, please.”

      “You’re here to train me, aren’t you?”

      Finally, Grackle stamps his foot and his voice grows stern. “No, now come. We must leave.”

      “Just hold it a second. Let’s for a second assume this is really happening. You said you know who I am, and if that’s true, then you’d know there’s no chance I’m going anywhere with you. I don’t know a thing about you.”

      This pauses him, and he cocks his head to the side. “What do you want to know?”

      I know one thing. “You were at the accident. Why?”

      “I have been searching for you for a very long time, and that’s the one place I knew I’d find you.”

      I try to parse the logic of that sentence but the pieces don’t fit together properly. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Very little will, and stranger things are yet to come. You must trust me. I promise no harm will come to you, but we must leave this place immediately.” His nostrils flare as he searches the sky once more.

      “This place? Do you mean the hospital? Or the city?”

      “I mean this world,” he says. “You’re in danger. This timeline is doomed and won’t last much longer.”

      I don’t know what that means, but it sounds bad. Any other day I’d figure this guy played too much Dungeons & Dragons, but he just walked through nothing in and out of my room. A truck slammed into me and I survived. None of this is normal.

      “What’s happening?” I ask as I slide out of bed. The tile is cool on my bare feet.

      “They’ll have felt it. Your manifestation was like a beacon through the chronoverse. They’ll be coming.”

      “Who?”

      His face grows clouded and he lowers his head. “Thrane and his army,” he says, his voice no higher than a whisper.

      Before I can ask what he’s talking about, red lights flash through the window, then explosions shake the building. The power flickers, comes back on for a moment, and then goes out completely. A moment later the generators click on and the room falls into an emergency-light gloom.

      Grackle’s face drops and he slowly turns to the window. I step up beside him and look out over downtown. Bodies are falling from the sky in red flashes. No, not falling—floating. Flying out in streams.

      Then the shooting starts, lots of it, loud even through the glass.

      An alien army, pouring out of thin air.

      It’s an invasion.

      And they’re here because of me.
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      The invaders form up as they fall through the sky, and move out across the city. A bunch fly up Main Street toward the hospital, close enough I can get a good look at them. They’re wearing bulky black-and-gold armor with black visors covering their eyes and red light washing the lower halves of their faces. The air around them shimmers with distortion as they zip past, like we’re looking at a mirage. They’re not like any soldiers I’ve ever seen.

      There are more shots, then the screaming starts. Alarms are ringing everywhere.

      I press closer to the window, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing while finding it more and more difficult to remain calm. I try to focus on my breathing but no way that’s working right now.

      A car explodes on the street below. Then three more after it, pop, pop, pop.

      What is happening right now?

      Grackle said I called them when I stopped the truck. When I manifested or whatever. Could that be true?

      Is this my fault?

      Suddenly my heart’s skipping double Dutch.

      “Who are they?” I ask between breaths as I stare at the war zone spreading below. “What do they want?”

      The sky tears again, and this time belches out vehicles in red bursts, somewhat like planes but rounder. They hover for a moment before streaking off over the city. Then more machines slash thorough, these ones even bigger than the planes—squashed cylinders with glowing undersides, like flying silver hockey pucks. They spread apart and hover for a moment, then their rounded bellies glow, and a second later lance out with brilliant red beams that explode into the skyscrapers below them.

      Heat cooks through the window as buildings explode, slowly totter, then all at once collapse. Smoke pours from everywhere, filling the streets.

      The room gets spinny, like I’m going to pass out.

      This is a hallucination, a side effect of the seizures. It can’t be real. I squeeze my eyes shut, focus on my breathing, but the noise outside doesn’t stop. This is happening.

      It can’t—

      I step back, and even with my feet planted firmly on the tile I still feel like I’m falling.

      “I changed my mind,” I say as the room twirls around me. “I don’t want superpowers. You can have them back.”

      Grackle has grabbed my pants from the cupboard and is shoving my feet into them, and I’m too stunned to stop him. He leaves my pants at my knees and pulls my T-shirt on over my gown, then gets on his knees and lifts my legs one at a time and wedges my boots on.

      I bend over on instinct to do the laces, and blood rushes to my head and oddly clears it at the same time. I loosen the laces and tighten them properly, and by the time I’ve got them both done up I can almost think straight.

      Then I realize I’m wearing my shirt over my gown. I raise my finger and give it a twirl and it takes Grackle a puzzled minute to figure out I want him to turn around. Once his back is to me I spin my back to him and slip the gown off under my T-shirt one arm at a time.

      “What do they want?” I ask as I finish with the gown and drop it on the bed.

      “You,” Grackle says. He’s already at the door. “They want you. To make sure you never get the chance to exist.”

      That makes no sense. “Well they’re too late,” I say. “I already exist.”

      He glances at me then shakes his head. “Not yet,” he says. “Not completely. That is why we must flee.”

      None of this makes any sense. Everything in me is trying to tell me none of this is possible, but then again, why shouldn’t it be?

      Invaders from another world coming to stop me from existing makes perfect sense today, as much as anything else I’ve been through. At this point it’s simple cause and effect. Today an impossible thing happened—I survived being run over by a truck. Now another impossible thing is happening—we’re being invaded by aliens. How could they not be related?

      This is happening. This is real. And somehow it’s all because of me.

      It’s my fault. I have to do something to fix it.

      “How do we stop them?” I ask.

      Grackle’s eyes bulge like I just pooped in my hand and showed it to him. “We don’t.”

      “But there has to be—”

      Grackle doesn’t let me finish. “They come fast and with force, sow confusion, wipe out all resistance around the rift sites—” I try to interrupt but he keeps going. “We have perhaps one hour before they take this world.”

      I don’t care. I’m not running away.

      “We have to fight them,” I insist. “I’m strong, right? I wrecked a truck with my mind today, and you can, what … teleport? What else can you do?”

      Grackle’s head quirks in something like resigned confusion, like he’s had a version of this argument before.

      “Wait,” I say, suddenly realizing something. “When you said you came here for me—did you mean someone like me, or me specifically?”

      “Jasmin Parker,” he says with fondness in his voice. “You and I were friends, once. Another you, a million worlds ago.” He does know my name. And how could he know my name unless he’s telling the truth? Okay, maybe he read it out in the hall, or on my chart … but I don’t think he’s lying. He isn’t telling the whole truth, but he isn’t lying.

      Grackle angles his head, looking me in the eyes. “Right now you’re wondering how I could know your name, if this is some elaborate ruse. But I assure you, this is very real. I also know your first instinct is to fight back, but this is a battle you cannot possibly hope to win. We must flee.”

      “People will be out there, doing everything they can—”

      “Not for long,” Grackle says, his eyes heavy. “There truly is no alternative.”

      I don’t know anything about this person, and I’m not sure if I can trust him, but I don’t think he plans on hurting me. He does seem genuinely keen to help.

      “Fine,” I say, brushing past him toward the door and the commotion that lies beyond it, “but we’re finding my dad first, and then we’re going home to get Mom.”

      “There’s not time—”

      If he knows me, he knows there’s no way I’d abandon my parents. “That’s what we’re doing,” I say. “Take it or leave it.”

      I don’t wait for him to answer and stride out into the hall, headed down to the ER. The hospital is nuts. Alarms are going off and people are yelling, filling the hallways, but as I push through the crowd I feel him fall in behind me.

      I guess that means he’s taking it.
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      The hospital is teetering on the edge of chaos. The lights are dim and the patients who can get out of bed are crammed into the hallways, butts hanging out of their green robes, in wheelchairs and clutching IV poles, all trying to figure out what’s going on. The nurses and doctors on the floor are trying to get people to go back to their rooms, but don’t seem to have any answers and mostly look just as panicked as everyone else.

      The intercom’s calling staff to the ER on a loop. That’s where Dad will be.

      I’m pushing through the crowd, working toward the stairs, when the intercom comes alive again, this time with a Code Black. I’ve spent a lot of my life in this hospital and I read up on what all the codes meant so I’d know what was going on when they were called, but I’ve never once heard Code Black—the code for a disaster.

      Suddenly all the shooting and explosions and the screaming add up in my head. This is happening. People are dying—

      Mom.

      It was only a five-minute drive. She should have made it home before the fighting started.

      I look back and Grackle’s still behind me. “We have to find my dad,” I say. He’ll know what to do. We can go together and find Mom and get out of here.

      “Jasmin Parker,” Grackle says, grabbing me by the arm. “We don’t have time for—”

      I hold up my finger. “We’re finding my dad.”

      Grackle blinks at me twice, but eventually nods, and I lead us down the three flights of stairs to the ER.

      We exit the stairwell into a disaster area. The chairs are full, and people are stretched out across the benches and floors. Injured. Bleeding. Crying, covered in dust. And more keep pouring in, calling out for help.

      A security guard is trying to stop people from coming through the wide Emergency Room doors, trying to tell them the hospital is full, but no one’s listening. Panic is taking hold.

      The nurses and doctors are doing what they can, but even on the best of days this place is a zoo. There’s no way they can hope to keep up.

      We fight through the commotion and I see Dr. Landry, the chief medical officer, coming toward us, heading for the stairwell. Like usual, he’s wearing his white coat, but he’s also clutching his briefcase. He must have come in from home.

      “Dr. Landry,” I yell, but he doesn’t hear me as he shoves his way through the crowd, and I have to reach out and grab his coat. He turns, and for a second I think he’s going to swat me, but then stops himself.

      “Jasmin?” he asks when he finally recognizes me—which takes him long enough considering I basically grew up here—and glances past me to the stairwell.

      “Have you seen my dad?” I ask.

      “Who?” he says, squinting at me like he doesn’t understand the question. Or English. Then he snaps to reality and looks back the way he came, toward the sliding door between the waiting room and the medical area. “Major Trauma. Last I saw him,” he says. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      He slides past me and into the stairwell, and as the door shuts behind him I notice the big red EXIT sign above it.

      He didn’t just get here. He’s leaving.

      People are bleeding out on the floor and he’s leaving? I want to run after him and drag him back here, but how am I supposed to do that? He’s a grown man.

      Then I see a nurse and a doctor heading this way too. Everyone’s leaving.

      There’s another red flash outside and the entire hospital shakes. The emergency lights flicker but don’t go out. I need to find Dad.

      It takes forever to get through the waiting area, and I slip on a pool of blood seeping from the stump of some poor man’s shredded leg, only just catching myself before I land in it.

      Someone’s tied a belt around his thigh but he won’t last long. Not that there’s anything I can do for him. I can’t help any of them.

      I race past the admitting desk and back into the curtained-off triage rooms. It’s so chaotic no one tries to stop me, and after covering nearly the whole floor I finally find Dad. He’s in the Major Trauma room by himself, standing over a woman’s chest, hands clasped on her sternum and pounding her with compressions. The whole left side of her body is charred, and the green line on the machine next to the bed is flat, beeping the shrill note of death, but he still isn’t stopping.

      “Dad.”

      “I need five mls epi, stat,” he says, refusing to stop trying to save the dead woman’s life.

      “DAD!” I yell, reaching out to touch his back, and he spins around with a frantic expression on his face. He’s covered in blood and looks shell-shocked. “She’s dead, Dad.”

      It takes a second but he finally recognizes me, flicks his eyes between me and the woman on the table, and scoops me up in a hug. I wrap my arms around him. Everything’s going to be okay.

      “Where’s your mother?” he asks once he’s let me go.

      “She went home.”

      “Okay, good,” he says, as if checking something off a list in his head. “Do you know what’s happening out there?”

      My throat tightens up. “It’s an invasion,” I say. “They’re shooting everyone.”

      He nods as if he’s been expecting this. “The Russians.”

      He has no idea how wrong he is. “Dad, it’s not the Russians—”

      “You need to get to your mother,” he says, slipping back into triage mode.

      “That’s what I’m doing,” I say. “I came to get you first.”

      “No, honey, I can’t leave,” he says, and I can tell by the look on his face he’s surprised I’d even suggest it. “People need my help. I can’t abandon them.”

      “Dad, they called a Code Black, it’s a disaster. We need to evacuate.”

      “And who do you think will evacuate them?” he says.

      Is he for real?

      How can I explain to him—invaders are pouring from the sky. There isn’t going to be an evacuation, the whole city’s being pounded to rubble. We need to get out of here.

      “Now I see where you inherited your stubbornness,” Grackle murmurs from behind me.

      I ignore him. “Dad, I promise you this isn’t World War Three,” I say. I grab him by the arm and physically try to pull him with me, but he still won’t budge. “We need to get to Mom together.”

      He drags me toward him and takes me into his arms. He isn’t coming.

      “Go,” he says, but doesn’t let me. Finally, he opens his arms and pulls away. “Find your mother and take her to your grandparents’ farm. I’ll meet you there.”

      Tears well in my eyes and it takes everything I have to fight them back.

      If he stays here he’ll die.

      “I’m not leaving you,” I say, and I’m not taking “no” for an answer. I can help evacuate just as well as he can. We’ll all do it together—

      Another blast rocks the hospital, shaking us like a mountain collapsing, and we’re all knocked to the floor. This time, when the lights flicker and go out, they don’t come back on.

      I try to pick myself up but my ears are ringing and I can’t see a thing. Then I feel my skin tingle and a green light flickers next to me, shining through the thick dust in the air. It’s Grackle, and the light is shining from a ball of mist hovering in his hand.

      Then Dad’s beside me, helping me up. He glances at the greenish light and gives Grackle a look like he’s only just now noticed him.

      “This way,” Dad says, and walks me around the gurney toward the emergency exit out in the hall. We can barely see anything, but Grackle’s glowing ball is enough to navigate by, and when we get to the door Dad pushes it open and we gulp in the cool night air. Grackle comes out with a nod at Dad and drops his hand and the shimmering light winks away. Dad stays in the doorway, smoke and dust billowing out around him.

      “Come with us,” I plead. But I know he won’t, and I feel the heat rising in my chest.
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