
1 
The early morning air feels cool on my skin. It’s  
autumn now, and the leaves are changing and falling, 
giving me less obscurity behind the trees. If I don’t hurry, 
the sun will start coming up soon, and my anonymity will 
be threatened.

I flick open the Zippo that I hold loosely in my 
hand—a long-time nervous habit of mine. The weight 
feels perfect in my hand.

My best friend Cap has this odd tradition of getting 
me a new Zippo every birthday and holiday, so I always 
have one on me. I ignite the flame, and let it go off, and 
back on again.

Rinse and repeat. It’s all become second nature to me 
at this point.

But today, it serves a different purpose. One that the 
lighter has seen a few times before, but always in secret.

It’s not like committing arson is something that I 
admit out loud in the hallways at school or right outside 
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the police station or something. I know it’s a bad habit to 
have that could very easily get me thrown in juvie if I slip 
up and get caught.

But the thrill it gives me is unlike anything else I’ve 
ever known.

It gives me the power of complete control over some-
thing—the ability to burn things down at my command. 
Just with the single snap of a lighter and letting it grow 
and spread and take out everything in its path. Only ashy 
remains left in the end.

And the absolute exhilaration of no one knowing 
who did it.

I’ve been at this arson thing for a while. I continue to 
avoid being caught. I’ve been able to find news stories of 
the blazes from time to time, and every single time, they 
haven’t been able to find a culprit or get any real leads.

I laugh every time I read the those headlines.
I know that won’t last forever. I’m sure I’ll screw up 

eventually, and they’ll link something to me somehow. Or 
maybe I’ll grow out of it before I get caught.

For now, I space out my attacks and make sure I’m 
super careful with every move I make. I don’t dare leave 
any incriminating details behind so that someone could 
figure it out.

Today’s burn…I’ve been planning it out for a while 
now. It’s a decaying farm silo on a large piece of old 
property, a little bit outside of the suburbs. Not many 
houses nearby, since all of the properties around here are 
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multiple acres, and everything is so spread out.
I don’t know what happened to this piece of land, or 

why the silo is still there, completely empty. But it’s like it’s 
calling to me. Begging to be burned from the inside out. 

I’m more than happy to oblige.
I’ve already staked out the initial burn point from 

my last couple of visits here, trying to space the days out. 
I’m getting way too good at avoiding becoming a felon. 
Although I’m not sure how proud of that I should be.

There’s a shallow hole towards the bottom of the 
silo, although large enough that I could shine a flashlight 
through and see that the thing used to be filled with mulch 
and wood chips. Which really actually works in my favor, 
because anything left in there should be fully dried out by 
now and therefore able to burn a lot easier.

I hope, anyway.
But the hole is just big enough for me to fit a small 

bundle of sticks through to light the inside. With a quick 
look around to make sure I’m not being watched, I use the 
Zippo to light the end of the sticks, blowing on it briefly 
to stoke the flame and make sure it catches well. I shove it 
through the hole an extra couple of inches to make sure it 
breaches the interior.

Then I walk deliberately over to the forest edge, 
hiding in the shadows. From where I stand, I watch as the 
fire takes hold and starts to grow, licking up the side of 
the silo.

I almost feel a bit of regret as I watch the fire spread, 
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because it had to have been someone’s property at some 
point. 

I shake that thought out of my head. It’s just an aban-
doned silo on its way out anyway, I tell myself. I’m just… 
speeding the process along a little bit.

And it’s not like anyone can get hurt when it’s aban-
doned.

I stare in awe as the top of the flames start to reach the 
upper portion of the silo. I mindlessly snap my Zippo on 
and off, lid opened and closed, as my eyes don’t dare leave 
the light of the fire.

The ash starts to swirl through the air, making its 
way towards me in the autumn breeze, and I breathe deep. 
For some, the scent of heavy smoke in the air might feel 
constricting. For me, it’s as if it’s refueling something  
inside of me.

Soothing me.
I’m wary of the sound of the rustling leaves in the air 

as I do my best to not make much sound myself. Some of 
the leaves catch the sparks in the air, alighting as they take 
flight above the smoke.

As the roof of the silo starts to collapse, a plume of 
smoke following through the air, I hear the sirens in the 
distance. I glance around, not sure who reported it and not 
seeing anyone nearby who could have done so.

Regardless, I snap the Zippo closed one last time and 
fall back into the woods, unseen.



2 
It’s my sixteenth birthday, which is kind of a big deal 
(at least to me), and my girlfriend decided to ditch me.

Some birthday present that is.
I mean, at least my parents had some spare time to 

take me to get my driver’s license this morning. I passed 
the test easily, which I wasn’t worried about, since I took it 
in the old truck that I helped pay for—and that I learned 
how to drive on in the first place. 

But that was the extent of my parents doing anything 
for my birthday. Dad had to leave for another work trip, 
and Mom is working tonight, which is how it tends to be 
most nights lately. It’s usually just me and my younger 
brother, Reed, at home. It’s been that way for years, since 
I was more or less old enough to take care of Reed on my 
own. 

Sadly, my sixteenth birthday is no different. My only 
present was my parents being off for just a couple hours, 
long enough to take me to the DMV before leaving again.
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Cap gave me an actual present though, so I have that 
extra bit of happy. He gave it to me on the down low at 
school earlier today, since it’s technically contraband to 
have on the campus. A new Zippo lighter to add to my 
collection, which is appreciatedl. I keep flipping it open 
while on my bed, scrolling endlessly through my phone 
with my other hand.

I guess it’s not a huge deal that I’m alone on my 
birthday. I’ve been feeling kind of weird all day, like 
I’m coming down with a cold or something. Like my 
blood pressure is low, maybe. Not sure what it is, but I’m 
definitely not feeling like myself. So laying on the bed to 
kill time hasn’t been the worst idea in the world.

hows the project going? I text Maya, even though she 
probably won’t respond anytime soon. 

She has a major anatomy project she was behind in, 
so her parents are making her stay in to work on that 
and bring her grade up. She’s always been super studious 
and gets really into her projects, so I don’t expect her to 
answer me. Usually she leaves her phone in the other room 
or something, completely forgotten until she goes texts me 
goodnight.

To my surprise, she texts back pretty quickly: frustrating. 
so over the skeletal system.

I smile a bit at that. I’m glad that she’s the one taking 
anatomy and not me. Science has never exactly been a 
major skill of mine in school.

Although, if we’re being honest, school itself has never 
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really been a major skill of mine, but it’s required and all 
that, so whatever. I get my shit done with decent grades 
and keep on moving.

I keep opening and closing apps on my phone, 
cycling through the same few over and over, waiting for 
something new to happen that never does.

I open Snapchat again, as that tends to be a favorite 
of Maya’s. I snap a dumb selfie while making a kissing face 
with an even dumber filter on it and send it to her. Maybe it 
will help her wind down from her project in the meantime. 
If she even sees it.

It entertained me for a couple of minutes, anyway.
I go back through the app and check all the recent 

stories posted, even for the people who I follow but don’t 
really remember how we met. And I freeze when I tap 
through the videos and get to one just posted by this guy 
named Ammar who I met through Maya.

In which I see a video of my girlfriend of seven months 
making out with a guy I vaguely know, named Strayer.

He’s sitting on the armrest of a couch, and she’s stand-
ing in front of him. His legs are straddling her thighs, and 
his hands are firmly on her butt.

There’s a single hashtag on the screen that really nails 
the coffin of my fears: #Mayer. Maya and Strayer.

Ammar gave them a relationship name. At least one 
person already sees them as an item and came up with one 
of those stupid combined names for them.

My body feels like it’s on fire. I can’t even focus, and 
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when I glance back down at my phone, the video is gone, 
the screen back on my friend’s list.

Screw her. Screw this whole birthday.
I open it again, and this time I screenshot it. I don’t 

even care if Ammar gets some sort of notification that 
I did. There’s no denying that it’s her. She wears a high 
ponytail every day, and it’s clear as day in the video,  
swaying just slightly as their kiss gets more intense and he 
pulls her closer to his chest.

The worst part is, it was posted just a couple minutes 
ago. Meaning she was messaging me lies about her project 
in between makeout sessions with him.

She knew what she was doing. She’s not dumb.
I jump off the bed and start pacing around the room, 

because sitting still isn’t cutting it anymore. I feel dizzy, like 
the video itself sucked the rest of my energy out. I struggle 
to actually look at the screen, but I manage to open back 
up to our text conversation. I send her the screenshot that 
I took of their kiss, along with one simple punch-in-the-
throat line: hows that project going liar?

I hit the send button with such fury that I’m amazed 
I don’t punch a thumb-sized hole in the screen. Once the 
little bubble pops up confirming it sent, I toss the phone 
hard onto my bed, where it lands inches away from the 
solid wood headboard.

My hands grip in my hair, trying to process this. I 
can’t believe that I’m so worthless she would throw  
everything in the trash, just like that. Obviously she was 
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trying to keep it a secret, but she totally forgot about the 
digital trail that she left behind.

I plop down in my desk chair, that fuzzy feeling in 
my veins getting worse the longer I sit and think about 
it. I feel like I’m going to pass out when I hear my phone 
vibrate on my bed. I can see the screen from where I sit, 
and Maya’s name along with a picture of the two of us is 
front and center.

The picture alone makes me want to puke, when just 
a few minutes ago, looking at that same picture before 
would have brought me so much happiness.

I let it ring.
I didn’t think that she would call back so quickly, to 

be honest. I just sit there in the chair, staring at my phone.
My stomach feels like it’s in knots, twisting harder 

with every glance at the picture of us.
But that half-decent side of me still wants to actually 

talk to her. Have her tell me something, anything, that tells 
me I’m wrong about the whole situation. It’s a twin sister I 
didn’t know about, or it’s rehearsal for a play or something, 
I don’t care.

I’m not wrong; I know it.
I just sure as hell wish that I was.
There’s a pause, leaving heavy silence in the air, 

before the phone starts buzzing again. I will myself 
to stand up and grab it again, this time staring at the screen 
as it vibrates in my hand. I don’t dare look at the picture of 
us this time. I just focus on those four letters of her name 
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that used to bring me a completely different feeling every 
time they popped up.

My thumb slides over the answer button, but I don’t 
say anything. I leave the call open in my palm, at a complete 
loss for what to say to her.

“Dylan?” she asks quietly.
I immediately regret answering it. 
It’s hard to hear since I don’t have the phone up to 

my ear. Plus there’s a pounding headache and a fog in my 
brain that her voice is having a hard time cutting through.

“Dylan, please say something.”
Hang up the phone, I tell myself. Hang it up and cut her out 

and never think about her ever again.
Easier said than done.
“What do you want me to say?” I have to force the 

words out. It doesn’t even sound like my own voice. All of 
my fear and anger at the whole situation makes it sound like 
someone else entirely. “Do you want me to say, ‘Thanks so 
much for making out with another guy, it’s the best birth-
day present ever?’”

“Dylan, I’m—”
“No, Maya, I don’t want to hear it.” That’s half true, 

anyway. Part of me wants to hear her admit it out loud, but 
I know that’s not going to happen that easily. “I obviously 
mean nothing to you. Have fun with Strayer, because you 
and I are done.”

And I hang up, having said all that I needed to say to 
get my point across.
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I don’t want to be done. I really like Maya, and every- 
thing in me is telling me to call her back and say that it’s 
all fine, but I can’t. I have the picture proof still right 
there in our text conversation.

She cheated on me. She chose Strayer over me, and 
she didn’t think one of her friends would capture it and 
broadcast it for the whole world to see.

This time I throw my phone down so hard that it 
bounces off of the bed, down onto the floor.

Good. Good riddance. I don’t want to see anything on 
that screen again.

I don’t want to see any of her lies, or excuses, or  
begging to apologize. And I repeat that in my head over 
and over as I can hear the phone vibrating once again from 
its resting spot on the floor. At least I know it’s still work-
ing, and I won’t have to pay to replace it.

Yet.
Did I do something wrong to cause her to go to  

Strayer while she was still with me? Am I just not good 
enough? 

I feel light-headed, but I can’t sit down for more 
than half a second. Instead I keep pacing around my  
bedroom, trying to figure out what to do. I glance up at 
the wall in front of me, where my dresser sits.

The first thing I see is myself in the mirror, with 
tear-laden eyes—shit, so much for not being affected by all 
this—and my too-long hair falling into my face. Maybe if 
I would have just gotten a damn haircut like I kept saying 
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I needed to, she wouldn’t have cheated on me. 
I tear my eyes away, not wanting to see myself like this. 
My eyes instead land on the plush Pittsburgh Steelers 

football Maya had gotten me at one point, which suddenly 
feels like the most horrific thing to be sitting on the shelf. 
She gave it to me back when things were still good, but 
now it just hurts to see. I stalk over, grab it, and chuck it 
across the room where it collides with the window with a 
soft thwack.

I give a quick exhale in satisfaction.
That one motion causes something to shift in me. 

Because throwing that stupid little football feels amazing, 
way more than I expected to. Releasing the anger that’s 
been building up, even if it means throwing some old junk 
around.

So that’s exactly what I do. I grab every single item 
off the top of that dresser—that football, pencils, an  
unopened pack of boxers, an old baseball medal—and 
throw it all around my room. I don’t care how big of a 
mess I make.

My throws get more and more angry, and I have to 
steady myself for a brief moment as another wave of that 
weird feeling I’ve been having takes over my body.

Then a ball of fire escapes as I throw the new Zippo 
that Cap gave me.

I hear it before I really comprehend it, and even then, 
at first I think it’s just a weird flash of reflection on the 
shininess of the medal.
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“What the shit!” I scream, flailing my arms for good 
measure as I stare at my hands. But the smell of smoke 
brings me back to reality, as the fireball that appeared out 
of nowhere set something in my room ablaze.

A hole is growing in my curtains. The fabric itself is 
black, and I wouldn’t have even realized it got hit if not for 
the red-hot embers and small line of fire along the edges 
of the hole.

I run over and smack the fire out with my hand, fearful 
that maybe it will keep burning even after I snuff it out. I 
stare at it for another moment, making sure it doesn’t flare 
back up, but I think I’m good.

There’s a small knock on my bedroom door. “Dude, 
are you okay in there? What are you doing?”

I take a quick breath to regain my composure and give 
one more short look at the curtains before going to the 
door and opening it an inch.

My brother Reed’s face is looking back at me through 
the small space.

“Nothing, go away.” He’s three years younger than 
me, and just as annoying as you’d expect a typical younger 
brother to be, especially one that recently became a 
teenager. I try to close the door without letting him in, but 
he’s quick to put a hand on the wood to stop me. I glare 
at him.

“Did something explode or something?” he questions 
further. “It sounded like stuff was hitting the wall.”

“That’s because it was.” I struggle to make it look like 
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I’m breathing normally. I can’t tell if Reed notices or not.
“What was?”
“Stuff was hitting the wall.”
“Oh.”
He stares at me in silence for a second, so I give him 

that what do you think you’re doing, get out of here glare and shoo 
him away.

He hesitates on the doorframe for a moment longer, 
tapping his fingertips on the wood in consideration. “Hey 
why is it always super hot in here?” he asks nonchalantly.

“Why is it always super cold in your room?” I shoot 
back. “Now get lost, nerd.”

Reed rolls his eyes before disappearing back into the 
hallway and shutting my door behind him. “Because I’m 
cooler than you, duh.”

“Which means I’m hotter than you, which is also true.”
“Whatever. Just stop destroying all your shit.”
“Thanks, dad,” I call back with a nervous laugh.
I give him crap, but at least he keeps things a little 

more entertaining around here when our parents are gone.
When I face my room again, I assess the damage. 

Thankfully the entire curtain didn’t go back up in flames 
while my back was turned. I breathe a tiny sigh of relief. 
But I’m not out of the woods yet. Because I still have to 
figure out what caused it in the first place.

I go back over to the curtains, triple checking to 
make sure that they’re not on fire still. Which, thankfully, 
they’re not. The hole that the fire left has stopped growing, 
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leaving rough fabric around the edges.
After a brief search through my room, I manage to 

find where the Zippo lighter ended up and roll it over in 
my palm a few times, examining it. Surely it somehow 
managed to light in the air when I threw it? That’s the 
only reasonable explanation for how a fireball suddenly  
appeared out of thin air in my bedroom.

I try to flick the flame on, but it’s not working. I give 
it a shake, only to find that there’s no lighter fluid in it 
at all. Figures. This is the new one that Cap gave me for 
my birthday, so either he was oblivious to the fact that it  
needed some juice in it, or he was too cheap to get it filled.

So, either the lighter went out in a giant final flame, 
or it didn’t cause the fireball at all. Not only that, but my 
curtains are nowhere near the hamper. They’re on totally 
different sides of my room. There’s no possible way it could 
have set the curtains on fire and still end up in the hamper. 
Unless physics decided to stop working for a bit.

Which seems entirely plausible at this point.
But then if it wasn’t the Zippo that set off a fireball—

what did? Some crazy trick of thermodynamics that just 
occurred in my room?

I just stand there, reminding myself to breathe 
normally as I try to recreate the entire scene in my head, 
over and over and over again until any part of it makes 
sense. And a thought crosses my mind.

I lift my hand, turning it over a few times to examine 
every inch of it.
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It’s impossible.
People can’t just…create fire. That’s something that only 

happens in superhero movies and science fiction books.    
I find my way over to sit on the edge of my bed, 

just staring at my palm. This is so wrong. This isn’t true. 
There’s no freaking way.

Being able to create fire out of nothing? It’s impossible. 
This has to be some kind of dream. I just know it.

But the feeling running through my veins right before 
the fireball appeared was so…real. Unexplainably so.

I try to remember that same feeling in my blood-
stream. That…fuzziness that seemed to overtake my body 
when I threw the Zippo, when I was at the peak of my 
rage. I close my eyes, trying to focus that same energy into 
my hand.

If I’m right—which there’s no possible way that I’m 
right about this because, like I keep telling myself, it’s 
impossible—then I should be able to make a flame appear in 
my palm, before I get a chance to throw it across the room 
by accident.

I clench my eyes, palm up towards the ceiling. My 
fingers curl. I breathe deep. I try to think of only that 
feeling, and nothing else. And then I snap my hand open, 
imagining the flame appearing right there in front of 
me. When I open my eyes at the same moment, a fireball 
sparks out of the thin air above my hand and launches 
straight up into the ceiling.

“Holy shit!” I flip out. I frantically shake my hand, not 
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believing what I just saw, and a few sparks fly out of my 
fingertips. I look up to see licks of fire eating away at the 
popcorn ceiling. “Holy shit!!”

The embers fall through the air in front of me, landing 
on my bedspread and leaving tiny burn holes in the fabric.

I grab the nearest piece of clothing that’s not on me—my 
favorite Vans hoodie, damn it—and jump up onto my bed, 
smacking the hoodie against the ceiling to get the flames 
to stop. And after a few tries, pieces of the popcorn ceiling 
raining down on me and my bed, smoke wafting throughout 
the room, I’m finally confident that the fire is out.

I stand on my mattress, just looking around and taking 
everything in. There are scorch marks on the ceiling that 
I’m going to have to spray paint or something to cover, but 
thankfully it looks like I put it out before it caused enough 
damage. There are holes in the comforter under my feet; 
I’ll have to buy a new one of those now along with the 
curtains I’ll have to replace, too.

I hold out the sleeves of the hoodie, and thankfully it 
looks like it fared okay, despite needing a wash from the 
ash and white pieces of popcorn ceiling on it.

I slowly walk myself down off the bed and sit back 
down where I was just moments before.

All I can do is stare at my hand, watching as it still 
shakes from the adrenaline. 

I saw it happen with my own eyes. That fire appeared 
out of nowhere, at the exact moment that I told it to.

What in the world is happening to me? 


