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    Sorry I Was Out Late; Somebody Shot Me


    Nicole heard her mom’s familiar footsteps pounding the wooden dining room floor, and she prepared herself for a grilling. She had been lying on the long couch in the sunroom and hiding with her friends in her own house for the better part of 20 minutes, praying that neither the FBI agent nor Officer Gillespie would want to search the place. There was a tense moment when they’d first arrived in the sunroom and her friend Ben had backed into a vase. The wobbling vase made some noise that she was sure her mom would’ve heard.


    Fortunately, her mom wouldn’t search for the source of the racket until the visitors had left, but the wait for her to arrive had been almost unbearable. Now Nicole was counting down the seconds before her mom completely freaked out at her.


    Amy knew Nicole’s mom very well, but Drake and Ben hadn’t met her before, and Amy half-thought about warning them what the next few minutes would look like. Her mom could get pretty scary when upset. Still, they both had signed up for the drama.


    When Nicole’s mom appeared at the door and saw her daughter lying pale and injured on the couch, however, everything about her anger seemed to melt away.


    “Oh, Nicole!” she cried out, and in a second, she was on her knees by Nicole’s side.


    Nicole felt a wash of sadness for keeping so many things secret from her mom.


    “What on earth happened? Just look at your leg! Were you shot? And who are these boys?” Dr. Aaronson paused to catch a breath, and Nicole could see her mother’s face freeze up and attempt to recalibrate her reaction given that Nicole had friends with her. But unable to find a way to minimize the situation, Dr. Aaronson’s usually calm-and-cool-mother persona fell apart, and she proceeded to grab her own hair and freak out a little. “Just exactly what the hell is going on?”


    “I got shot in the leg last night,” Nicole responded matter-of-factly.


    “Oh my God.” Her mom sucked in some breath. “And who were the people shooting at you?”


    “The FBI. One of their agents tracked me down and shot me. I …” Nicole hesitated and glanced at her friends. “Yeah, and …” Nervously, she still struggled to say exactly what had happened. “And now they’re after me because I had to … stop him … from hurting me.”


    “Stop him? What do you mean?”


    Nicole couldn’t hold it together any longer, and the tears started to rain down her cheeks. “I had to, mom. I couldn’t get away from him. And he just kept hurting me! So I had to hurt him.”


    “Oh, Nicole.” Dr. Aaronson pulled her close, and Nicole and her mom clung to each other for a tight embrace, which said more than words could have between mother and daughter.


    “Ow. Pain.” Nicole felt the sharp stab burn her leg again.


    Immediately after releasing Nicole from their hug, Dr. Aaronson’s professional composure as an emergency room doctor returned. “Let me take a look at it. Did you bind it right away?”


    Nicole nodded.


    Her mother pulled out scissors from her first-aid kit and began cutting Nicole’s jeans up to her knee. “Did you clean it? And you can walk on it, right? Can you move your toes? Any tingling or numbness?”


    “Didn’t clean it. Yes to walking. Yes about the toes. And no, nothing’s numb.”


    Her mom pressed delicately on the wound area, and Nicole winced.


    “Mom! Geez, that hurts.”


    “Well, exactly what do you expect? We need to take you to the hospital now!”


    Nicole grabbed her mom’s arm and pulled her back.


    “No, mom. Trust me. I can’t go there,” Nicole pleaded.


    “Don’t be ridiculous. Amy, please, can you get her some overnight things?”


    “Dr. Aaronson … Nicole’s right. I don’t think it’s a good idea …” Amy’s protest trailed off in the face of the formidable doctor’s glare. Even Amy had trouble standing up to her.


    “Mom, please. I won’t go. Even if I have to run from here, I will,” Nicole said.


    “Sweetheart, the authorities will just want to get your side of the story. You said it was self-defense. They’ll understand. You’ll be OK. Is the other agent OK?”


    “No, mom. He’s dead. I killed him.”


    Nicole watched the shock hit her mom. Her words muted her for several seconds.


    “What?”


    Nicole sighed. “I killed him. It’s a long story, but — it’s what I can do. It’s what all this weirdness over the last month has been about. I have this power they’re scared of, and I used it against him. I drained the life from him until he was dead.”


    Finally, Nicole had said it. She had admitted her abilities to her mom. Dr. Aaronson paused and took a deep breath. Her daughter had admitted to killing another human being. An uncomfortable silence lingered in the room for a few moments.


    “I just … did what I had to,” Nicole continued. “You have to believe me. All the things that have happened around here — Amy’s recovery, Mr. Geller giving his life for his son — yeah, well, that was me.”


    “It’s true, Mrs. … Dr. Aaronson,” Ben piped up. “It’s like spontaneous remission.”


    “And who are you?” Nicole’s mom’s stare focused on Ben. Her intensity took him aback for a moment, but he continued, undeterred.


    “I’m Ben Owens.” Ben offered his hand to shake, but then quickly withdrew it, realizing the doctor was wearing a latex glove covered in her daughter’s blood.


    “He’s my friend from school. They both are. And this is Drake, Senator Jennings’ son,” Nicole added.


    Nicole’s mom nodded at them and then went back to treating Nicole’s wound.


    “Ben’s been researching into the historical evidence of the … things I can do. But there’s one thing I can’t do. Which is heal myself.”


    Ben’s excitement emerged at Nicole’s comments, and he just had to ask to be sure he’d heard what he thought he’d heard. “You tried to heal yourself and it didn’t work?”


    Nicole nodded. “I tried to just like I had the other times, but it didn’t work on me when I needed it. The guy — Agent Carter. He knew it, too. He already knew it wasn’t going to work on me.”


    Ben became remorseful. “Sorry. I guess that was my bad. There’s nothing about that on the Internet.”


    “And Agent Carter was working with someone else who was giving him guidance on how to catch me. Somebody who seemed to know everything. Even knew the word ‘Balancer.’”


    “Balancer?” Nicole’s mom couldn’t contain her curiosity. “What’s this nonsense about a Balancer?”


    “That’s what I’m called — a Balancer. I give life. I can take it away. Like a balance. I’m a Balancer of life. People, animals, trees, plants, fish. All life. It’s something I can just do.”


    Ben, meanwhile, was beginning to feel more and more nauseated at the sight of the blood from Nicole’s leg, but he pressed on with his soapbox speech.


    “The FBI is working with Professor DuBois. They’re all conspiring to kidnap Nicole because she’s the Balancer.” Ben turned to Nicole’s mom and continued explaining, gravely. “They want Nicole for her powers. I’m positive they’ve been searching for a Balancer for years, and now that they’ve found one, they’re not going to stop until she’s theirs.” Ben paused for dramatic effect. “But they do have a big problem. The FBI can’t draw too much attention to her, because they don’t want anybody else to have her. Nicole has the power to heal the world. Or to harm those against her.” Ben pointed toward Nicole like a courtroom litigator making his closing remarks.


    “It’s true,” Drake added. “The FBI knew they had no jurisdiction coming here to talk to you. They were just fishing for information and hoping you’d fall for their false authority.”


    “That policeman figured it out,” Nicole said.


    “Officer G.?” Amy chipped in.


    “Officer Gillespie, you mean?” Nicole’s mom qualified.


    “That’s him.” Amy looked across at Nicole. “I think he’s a good guy. Maybe he’s on our side?”


    “Well, maybe. If there are sides being taken for or against me,” Nicole reasoned. “But we can’t be sure of anything right now.”


    “Well, then I have some good news for you. I gave you an alibi,” Dr. Aaronson explained.


    “Huh?”


    “Well, your mom’s not an idiot. I could tell they were sniffing around after something, so I thought I’d buy you some time, whatever it was they thought you’d done. Now, hold still — I’m giving you a tetanus shot.”


    Before Nicole had even noticed, her mom had brought out a syringe, administered the shot and was on to the next step. Nicole searched her mom’s face; there was a mix of confusion, anger and even some hurt there. But at least now she knew.


    Finally, when she’d finished tending to Nicole, Dr. Aaronson sat back on her knees and stared off into space for a moment before locking her gaze on Nicole.


    “So, the wildfire? The river?”


    “I didn’t realize it at the time, but I healed the little girl, Elise, and her dog Charlie before we got out. I took life from the animals and fish along the way to do it.”


    “What about Tim Geller, the dying boy’s father? Did you kill him, too?”


    “Yes, but he asked me to do it! It was to save his son. He asked me to take his life in exchange for his son’s.”


    “The concert at the Patriot Center?”


    Amy jumped forward. “She saved my life! She took a teeny-tiny little piece of life from all those people up front and healed me, which is why they all got a little sick. But they’ll get better. You know it’s true — you got the results!”


    “Hang on. You were dying?” Drake whispered. He stared at Amy. Drake knew this probably wasn’t the time or place, but he couldn’t help it.


    Amy hesitated, and then replied a little softer. “I was. But I’m OK now, thanks to Nicole.”


    Amy met Drake’s gaze and watched as everything began to make sense to him.


    “Why didn’t you say anything?”


    Amy gave a sad smile. “It was kind of on a need-to-know basis.”


    Nicole’s mom cleared her throat, allowing Drake to break eye contact with Amy. The teens watched the only adult in the room come to terms with things that had taken them weeks to comprehend.


    “So my hunch was right,” Dr. Aaronson said quietly.


    This was an unexpected reaction for Nicole and her friends.


    “Say what?” Nicole asked.


    “Ever since you were born, there have been a lot of strange things that medical science couldn’t explain,” Nicole’s mom continued. “My grandmother suffered from debilitating arthritis. My mother suffered from it. And when I was pregnant with you, I started to develop symptoms, too. It was so awful. I had to stop performing surgery at the hospital. I just used the pregnancy as an excuse to stop procedures earlier than expected.”


    Nicole put her arm around her mom. “I never knew you were in such pain. You never told me.”


    “But I did tell you. When you were about 5 years old, I was tucking you into bed, and I told you mommy’s hands were hurting. You felt so sorry for me. The next morning when I woke up, they didn’t hurt anymore. In fact, they never hurt again. I was … healed. It was like a miracle.”


    Her mom’s voice started to break as she spoke. Nicole smiled. She had had no idea.


    “But that wasn’t the only thing. My migraines. Your dad’s bad back. None of it was life-threatening, but your dad and I noticed that, for some strange reason, after we told you about our problems, the next morning they’d be gone.”


    There was a moment of silence as the gravity of the story sank in.


    “The houseplants and shrubs were always dying, and we never knew why they would just wilt overnight like that. But looking back, the plants always died the night a small miracle occurred in the house.” Mother and daughter held each other in a tight hug once more. “It was always you. You were always saving me.”


    So, Nicole had been Balancing all her life, and had only recently realized her powers. Perhaps if she had spoken up earlier, her mom could have helped. Still, it was too late now. She had to focus on the future.


    Finally, Nicole’s mom regained her composure and started to concentrate on the problem at hand. “I still think there must be someone higher up in the FBI we can turn to about this.”


    “Maybe before, ” Amy piped up. “But now the FBI wants her for the murder of one of their agents. Plus, how will we ever know who to trust?”


    “Your dad has some ex-military contacts at several different government agencies. We might be able to find something out through them,” the doctor offered. “We’ll find a way to get a message to your dad and figure out who to trust.”


    “But — with respect, Dr. Aaronson,” Drake began, his father’s influence as a senator clearly having rubbed off, “they know she’s here. People will watch everything she does here. She needs to get away from this town.”


    Dr. Aaronson sighed. She knew Drake was right. She got to her feet, walked across the room, and collapsed down into the wicker chair.


    “OK,” she said bluntly.


    Nicole stared at her, horrified. What did she mean? “OK” what?


    Her mom reached across for her tablet and unlocked the screen. The front-page headline on her news app was stark: “Mechanical problems force airliner to make emergency landing in Florida.”


    “Because your dad is on call for the National Transportation and Safety Board, he’s heading to Florida now. I’ve fixed you up the best I can, and you’re going to heal just fine. Of course, I wish you could go to the hospital to be sure, but you’ve definitely drawn the attention of some rogue agency or something. I want you to get to the airport and buy tickets for the first plane out of Virginia. I’ll contact your dad discreetly, and we’ll take it from there.” She locked the tablet with a flourish. “So, getting you to your dad and away from here is the smartest thing we can do right now. He’ll know what to do before you land.”


    Drake approached Dr. Aaronson. “It’s a long weekend because of the holiday. We — Amy, Ben and I — thought we could travel with Nicole, just to make sure she gets there safely.”


    Amy raised her hand. “I’m in! Packed and everything.”


    “Amy, I can’t let you fly out of here without letting your mom know,” Dr. Aaronson said.


    “But I wouldn’t even be alive without your daughter,” Amy protested. “Besides, she needs me more than ever. Just tell my mom after we’ve left town. Nicole and I have been to the beach, the amusement park, and camping together. My mom knows I’m safe as long as Nicole is around to tell me the right thing to do.”


    “Oh, Amy.” Nicole’s mom hugged Amy as if she were her second daughter.


    Drake resumed the description of his plan. “My dad and I travel a lot, and I have hundreds of thousands of frequent flyer miles. I could buy the tickets through my dad’s Senate office. That even gives us some preferential treatment so we’re sure to get the next plane out of D.C.”


    Dr. Aaronson was starting to shut down from the shock of the recent events. “That’s really nice of you, Drake. Thank you for offering,” she said. She was using the words a mom might say, but she was obviously on autopilot and covered in worry and doubt.


    Nicole held her mom’s hands and looked into her eyes. “Mom, it’s going to be all right. Dad can fix this.”


    “I know. I have to let you go.” Dr. Aaronson’s eyes were glassy with tears waiting to fall.


    Nicole was breathless, shaken, and scared that her mom was letting her go. The doctor then began to busy herself to distract her mind from the enormity of what she had just suggested. She produced a bottle of pills.


    “You need to take these antibiotics for two weeks. They’re strong, so they’ll stop any infection. Your leg will hurt for a bit, but if you have any other problems, you get to the ER. Promise?”


    “Promise. I’ll be back soon,” Nicole reassured her mom.


    Trying to be strong, her mom nodded and stroked Nicole’s hair.


    Nicole stood up, put an arm around Amy’s shoulders, and then let her best friend take the weight.


    With a little wave goodbye, Nicole headed out the door with Amy and into the bright light. Ben shut the door with a gentle click, and the four friends continued down the front walkway.


    Amy grabbed Nicole a little tighter in a brief moment of uncertainty. “We’re doing the right thing, right? I mean, there are some bad people who seem to want to hurt you. This isn’t a game.”


    Nicole laughed. “Come on. It’s you and me, Awesome Amy and SuperNix. We’ll be fine.”


    “I know,” Amy continued, an air of doubt in her voice. “But what if they, you know, try to hurt you again?”


    Nicole stopped walking then and turned to look straight at Amy. Her expression had morphed from that of the usual Nicole into something different. “I’d like to see them try. I’m getting stronger each time I Balance. They’ll be sorry if they hurt any one of us.”


    Nicole, Amy, Ben and Drake fist-bumped on that last statement. The circumstances were officially life-or-death for Nicole, and she would do everything in her power to survive — even if self-preservation meant someone had to die a horrible death.


    From his car parked in the distance, Agent Bishop watched the four teens walk away from the house and Nicole take one last look back for her mom. But Dr. Aaronson wasn’t at the doorway to see her off. She had headed back inside the house to prepare for the night shift and get on with her everyday life. It would be all she could do to take her mind off the mortal danger her daughter was in.

  


  
    Want Rice with That?


    I had no choice.


    Really.


    No choice.


    I had to kill him.


    That’s all there is to it.


    It was me or him.


    Or was it him or I?


    He or I?


    Well, whatever.


    He’s dead.


    Simple as that.


     


    Nicole felt a touch on her shoulder and snapped out of her thoughts. The noise of the Dulles International Airport terminal cut through her haze of memories, and she found herself standing in the long line for the ladies’ room that hadn’t seemed to have moved in a while.


    A flustered blond girl frowned an apology at Nicole for jumping ahead of her in line, and she motioned to the seating area next to the line as if to convey her justification for cutting.


    “Need paper towels! Emergency! Excuse me!”


    Nicole noticed the girl was sending hand signals to her companion, who was stooped over his bag in the seating area. His head was bowed low, and he was emitting a muted moaning noise. Nicole figured he was about a year or two older than her. Perhaps even a freshman in college.


    “Everything OK?” Nicole offered. She didn’t know why she felt she could talk like this, given that she was supposed to be incognito. But there was just something about this guy that, mixed in with her boredom, spurred her on.


    He glanced up at her, and for a second Nicole thought the entire airport lounge had shifted 10 degrees to the left.


    His blue eyes were intense but yet somehow warm and clear, and she felt her eyes drawn to his jaw and neckline, the way his checkered shirt fell over his shoulders and his sleeves were rolled up over his arms.


    “Packing nightmare.” He grinned and then returned to his bag. “Aw, man!” he exclaimed, partly for Nicole’s awareness, as he lifted a soaking hand from his carry-on. After some more rummaging, he produced a half-filled — and squashed — water bottle.


    “Bad luck,” Nicole remarked, smiling, her heart still pounding in a way she hadn’t experienced before.


    “Yeah, but you know, that’s not the worst of it either,” he murmured, shaking his head. After a further dig in the bag, he slid out a damp tablet. From its thinness, Nicole could tell it was the latest model. Or had been.


    He slid open the tablet’s protective sleeve, releasing a new stream of water down onto his jeans. He glanced up at Nicole again with a wounded look, and she found herself covering her face and miming an expression of horror at him.


    “Great. Now everybody’s going to think I just peed on myself.”


    Then a sound emerged that Nicole hadn’t heard in a while: She giggled. After everything that had happened in the forest, the way her leg was pounding with pain — there was still a part of her that was enjoying this flirtation.


    “Well, thanks for your sympathy.”


    “No, I’m sorry,” she laughed. “It’s just … rice works?”


    “Rice?”


    “Sure. You want to get a big bowl of uncooked rice and submerge it in it. Dries it up.”


    “I want to get a big bowl of uncooked rice? Right.” The guy gestured to the airport lounge around him. “I’m not sure they sell that here next to the inflatable pillows and gummy bears.”


    They shared a laugh.


    “Well, your girlfriend may take a while getting paper towels in there. Apparently there are three toilets broken. Only one stall is working. She’s going to have to fight off several women to make it in there alive.”


    “Girlfriend? Yeah, no. Not my girlfriend.” He grinned. He unzipped the rest of his bag, lifted it upside down in the air, and released the latch, sending out a stream of water followed by a soggy battery charger that dropped to the floor with a thud.


    “You are taking it pretty well, considering,” Nicole said.


    “Well, hell. You know, someone once said you can tell a lot about a person by the way they handle three things: a rainy day, lost luggage and tangled wires.”


    “It was Maya Angelou. And it was tangled Christmas tree lights, to be precise.”


    “Oh, right. That works too. I’m Jason, by the way.” He held out his hand. As he got closer, Nicole caught the merest hint of his scent. It was some kind of cologne mixed with the warm fragrance of springtime rain and a morning breeze. She thought it smelled magnificent. The room shifted back five degrees the other way, and she felt her palms sweating up.


    “Nicole,” she beamed.


    “Where are you heading to, Nicole?”


    “Florida.”


    “Me too. If they let me on with my submersible luggage.”


    Nicole felt herself make a sly grin. He was even on the same flight.


    “You on your own?”


    Nicole shook her head and pointed in the vague direction of where she had last seen Amy, Ben and Drake. “With friends.”


    “Cool. I’m flying down to see my family.”


    “Great. They’ll be so happy to see you, I bet!” Nicole shocked herself with the supreme blandness of her response. But then Jason smiled at her, and she let the intoxicating feeling spread over her.


    Jason laughed, tipping his head back, which sent ripples down his body. Nicole forgot all about being in a line or needing to pay a visit to the restroom — or even where the feds might be.


    Jason’s companion clearly hadn’t forgotten anything, however. She had emerged from the restroom some minutes before, and a furrowed expression crossed her face at the sight of the pair laughing together. She began waving a stack of paper towels.


    “Jason? Got them!”


    “Great!” Jason responded.


    “Great.” Nicole offered her best smile and motioned toward the line, which was now moving, and she returned to it. She tried to conceal her awkwardness as Jason and the girl reunited.


    “You saved its life. We are eternally thankful!” Jason said to his friend in a goofy alien voice as the pair stooped down to mop up the tablet and clothes.


    Jason’s non-girlfriend gave him a confused, you’re-a-pretty-weird-guy look.


    Nicole picked up on the pop culture reference. “Grateful,” she shouted back, half-giddy. This was out of character for her, but it felt good.


    With a wry smile, Jason glanced up.


    “It’s ‘grateful.’ The aliens from Toy Story, right?” she added.


    “You are so right, Nicole.”


    Jason turned to his non-girlfriend. “See? Somebody gets my movie quotes.”


    He then looked back at Nicole and grinned. “Who doesn’t love Pixar movies?”


    As she moved on up the line and away from Jason, Nicole found herself wishing that wouldn’t be the last time she would see him.


     

  


  
    Game Over


    “He’s staring at you. He’s thinking, ‘Who is that beautiful girl? She looks so dangerous. So mysterious. She looks as if she could crush me with her mind.’”


    “Cut it out, Amy. He is not looking.” Nicole playfully tugged her best friend’s top. It was a fruitless attempt to get her to turn back around and sit in her seat. Nicole gave one last try, ending up with a handful of spandex. “Sit back!”


    “He’s cute,” Amy teased.


    “Hey!” Drake halfway looked up from his paperback and offered a pretend wounded look.


    Amy buried her head into Drake. “I’m just saying — he’s cute enough for Nicole.”


    “Uh, thanks? I think? Besides, he’s sitting next to that girl,” Nicole protested.


    “So? You’re sitting next to a boy.” Amy motioned toward Ben, who was seated on the other side of Nicole and now struggling to suppress his annoyance.


    Drake smirked and returned to his book.


    “And that girl could be anyone. Look around — it’s like a regular school bus on here.” Amy gestured around at the mix of high school students. Some of them sported colorful jerseys, and many of them were wearing matching shirts. “Hey, Ben, reckon the school band has a geek section?”


    Ben pretended not to hear.


    Surveying the cabin, Nicole had to agree with Amy. The Columbus Day weekend had drawn a ton of students out together — some likely for a weekend break, others on what appeared to be a band trip. Colorful banners and pom-poms took up most of the luggage space, and every now and then, passengers were subjected to loud practice chants and cheers. On the plus side, this would make blending in even easier for Nicole and company, as the average age in the cabin appeared to be about 17 years old.


    Above them rang the distinctive ting of the PA system.


    “This is the captain speaking. Once again, I want to welcome you on board Flight 91 to Orlando, Florida. Our estimated flight time is one hour and 51 minutes. As soon as we reach a comfortable cruising altitude, I’ll turn off the seatbelt sign. Until then, please remain in your seats with your seatbelts securely fastened …”


    Nicole double-checked the belt in her lap and let the pilot’s routine spiel swim over her. She closed her eyes.


    Relax, Nicole.


    How come every time she told herself to relax, the other stuff crept in?


    One thing that did make her forget her recent brush with danger was Jason. Even from a distance, she could just detect his distinctive scent. Nicole eased her gaze between the gaps of the headrest to sneak a peek back at the fair-haired guy with the checkered shirt. He was scrolling through his rejuvenated tablet, and she liked how he swept his hand, the way one might move through long grass. A flight attendant leaned across and, by the looks of it, asked him to put the device in airplane mode. He didn’t hesitate to do as she asked. Nicole noted with a little smile that his charms didn’t go unnoticed by the flight attendant either.


    There was definitely something about him. Amy might reduce it to “cute,” and such an assessment was undeniably helped by the strands of hair falling across his eyes. But ever since they had crossed paths back in the terminal, Nicole had also had an inescapable warm, comforting feeling.


    “You can’t keep your eyes off of him,” Amy observed.


    “He’s not looking now,” Nicole asserted.


    But at that precise moment, he did.


    With a deft motion, Jason raised his eyes and caught Nicole’s. Blue eyes — icy, some might say, but with a sparkle that also made them warm. Nicole felt the sudden burst of butterfly wings flutter through her. And for a moment they were both locked there, connected across the aisles of seats, as though invisible hands were lifting them high above the other passengers.


    It was the best feeling Nicole had felt in weeks. She was too shy to hold Jason’s gaze for long, however, and soon had to look away. And then, like someone flipped a switch, the gravity of her Balancing acts hit Nicole like a weight on her stomach. She felt guilty about feeling so good again.


    She hadn’t meant to kill that agent. Well, she had. But not cold-bloodedly. It wasn’t premeditated or anything. But what if she really did plan to do something? What would happen then?


    Nicole spread her gaze across the gray and red seats of the airplane cabin and considered how artificial this situation was — hundreds of passengers cooped up into what amounted to a tin can. Like her, the majority of them were calmly sitting back as the plane glided through the air. How could an airplane floor feel so solid and yet be speeding through the air? The illusion of control.


    Momentarily, Nicole was back in that dark place. In the rotted, gnarled woods again, trying to make her way home. How to follow the light? How to lift her feet and try to push through the immense stabbing pain in her wounded leg so that she could make it home? Each step felt like an eternity.


    No. She couldn’t visit this place now. Now was not the time. But the facts were inescapable. Ever since the four friends had boarded the plane, their conversations had been awash with speculation — first, with identifying the air marshal, and then with choosing which of their fellow passengers was an undercover fed. They had to face the facts: The feds had to be here, somewhere, even if they were disguised as a teacher or a chaperone.


    How far could she go with her Balancing abilities before the feds would take her? Nicole knew they would think twice about taking her so as not to risk losing another agent the way Agent Carter had died.


    The ting of the airplane PA system sounded again.


    “This is the captain speaking. We’ve reached our cruising altitude and are expecting a smooth flight. I’m going to turn off the seatbelt sign.”


    Minutes later, a flight attendant visited the four friends’ row to offer snacks and beverages.


    “Oh, look — Veggie Crisps. Hey, Ben! They have your favorite, Veggie Crisps!” Nicole exclaimed.


    Ben gave a pained expression


    “Oh, I forgot. Still have that cold sore?”


    “Yeah,” Ben responded casually, trying to downplay any imperfection about himself. “It’s nothing. I get them when I get stressed or worried. I was worried about you in the woods. I just don’t know what I would’ve done … well, you’re a Balancer. I know you can take care of yourself.”


    Amy reached over and grabbed a bag of nuts and shoved it in Nicole’s hands.


    Nicole offered a sympathetic smile to Ben.


    “It doesn’t look that bad.”


    The flight attendant continued on toward the next aisle, but she didn’t get very far before she had to excuse herself around somebody.


    It was Jason.


    “So, I know this is going to sound weird, but — you totally had me at hi.”


    The moment Ben saw Nicole look up and smile at the fair-haired boy in the checkered shirt, his heart sank.


    “Hello,” Nicole said. “‘You had me at hello.’ From Jerry McGuire. That’s my mom’s favorite movie. Jason, you complete me.”


    “Wait a second,” Jason laughed. “That’s Tom Cruise’s line. I’m the guy, so that’s supposed to be my line.”


    “Well, I had to play Tom because you already picked Renee Zellweger.”


    They laughed and stared at each other for what seemed to Ben like forever.


    Game over.

  


  
    Cold Sores as Weapons


    Nicole and Jason continued to talk as though they’d been dating forever, but Ben was too deep in his own thoughts to process what they were saying. He knew he was the guy who never had anything witty to say until hours later. And he’d never been able to get the type of joy from Nicole that he saw in her eyes when she looked at Jason. What was even more frustrating for Ben was that the more Jason said stupid things, the cuter Nicole seemed to find him. That made no sense at all.


    Deep down, Ben had known what getting up to go to the bathroom would mean. But he had to get away. Ben excused himself and walked toward the bathrooms, but nobody noticed.


    There was a line from the plane’s bathroom to the aisle, and all the while standing in it, Ben had felt torn — half glad not to be playing fifth wheel to Nicole and the guy who’d introduced himself as Jason, the other half of him annoyed by Jason muscling in.


    As he made his way back along the aisles, Ben felt a new twinge of annoyance: Jason wasn’t standing in the aisle; he was making himself comfortable in Ben’s seat. That was bad enough, but would he move if asked? Ben had studiously avoided this kind of scenario at school, chiefly by scarfing his lunch quickly, or by taking a corner table in the cafeteria with less-threatening people wherever possible.


    Drawing himself up as he’d seen cowboys and certain animals do, Ben approached Nicole and Jason with what he hoped was a little alpha swagger to his stride. As he reached them, Nicole was laughing raucously at a joke her new companion had made. Her eyes were sparkling in a way Ben hadn’t seen before. Why didn’t she ever look at him that way?


    “Excuse me.”


    Ben stared down at Jason, who turned his blue eyes innocently upward. Ben felt irritated just looking at his face. He gestured at the seat, his point made.


    Jason’s face suddenly broke into an honest expression of shock.


    “Oh, I’m so sorry. My bad,” Jason said, lifting his can of soda off Ben’s tablet. This was almost too much for Ben — monopolizing Nicole and using his tablet as a coaster?


    Amy, amused at what was happening to Ben, held a fixed expression of delight, and she decided it was time to introduce Jason to the rest of the “family.”


    “Well, hello there. We haven’t been introduced.” She held out her hand to Jason. He shook it.


    “Jason.”


    “Jason. Sweet. I’m Amy, Nix’s BFF.”


    Nicole winced as she moved to give Jason and Amy room for greetings. As anticipated, the flight was having an adverse effect on her leg wound. She caught a look of concern on Jason’s face, and, trying to shrug off her pain, made a more casual effort when she sat back down.


    “You OK?” He placed his hand on her arm. The effect was of a small firework going off and tingling through every vein. She had to take a pause before replying with a near-frantic nod.


    Jason kept his hand on her arm. It gave Nicole a moment of hope.


    “Yes, I’m fine.”


    Nicole then turned to Ben, and her expression changed. It wasn’t the way she looked at Jason. Nicole looked at Ben the way Ben’s sister would when asking him for a big favor.


    “Is it OK if Jason sits here? Just for a little bit?”


    “Sure,” was all Ben could say.


    Jason handed Ben his tablet, still paused on the opening of Game of Thrones. “Oh, these are yours, too,” Jason said as he gathered up Ben’s headphones and the tablet’s various cords. As if that were all Ben had to be concerned about.


    For a moment, Ben just stood there holding his tablet uselessly. If he could have crawled away, he would have, but instead he aimed for the nearest empty aisle seat a few rows up and plunked himself down, defeated.


    The guy sitting by the window glanced over at him briefly and then stared back out the window.


    “This OK? I didn’t see anyone here on takeoff?”


    “Yeah. Whatever.” The man looked at him again.


    Ben noticed beads of sweat on the man’s balding head. Nervous flyer, perhaps?


    “My wife. She didn’t come,” the man added.


    “Oh. Sorry.”


    The guy shrugged and turned back to the window.


    Ben could still hear Nicole and Jason’s voices above the hum of the jet engines. Jason was explaining to Nicole how, the previous Christmas, he had managed to play off his two sets of parents to end up with not one but two tablets. This was the second tablet, which had been stowed safely in his friend’s bag. Living with his mom and her new partner in D.C., he spent holidays with his dad and stepmom and her kids in Florida.


    It was a little hard for Ben to be mad at Jason. He seemed like an OK guy. There was an edge of humility to his voice, and he spoke so fondly of his new, blended family. Nicole was clearly getting to like his combination of quirky charm and caring.


    Feeling more than a little sorry for himself, Ben plugged in his headphones and resolved to tune out what was happening between Nicole and Jason a few rows back. He started watching Game of Thrones and let himself zone out. The man by the window seemed frozen in a thoughtless stare out past the airplane’s wing and into the horizon.


    Minutes later, Ben felt a sudden tingle of sharp pain on his lip, and he jolted back from his tablet, accidentally nudging the man. Ben looked back toward Nicole’s row to try to see what was happening. A tall, slender blond girl was talking to Jason. Ben couldn’t quite hear what she was saying, but she sounded a little irritated. Could this be Jason’s girlfriend? Ben could only hope so.


    The man next to Ben was now scanning the cabin with an expression that seemed to be a mixture of shock, horror, and irritation at having been awoken. Ben was used to being a source of annoyance for people, but this seemed to be a bit of an exaggerated reaction.


    “How long have we been airborne?” the man demanded, reaching down to the storage space below the seat in front of him. He unzipped a small leather case. Ben caught a glimpse of what was inside, and the contents excited him. It was a piece of computer hardware about the size of a tissue box. Its design was professional-looking, but a lack of brand markings and model numbers meant it was probably a well-made custom gadget. The upper third of the device had a see-through Plexiglas screen protecting a rotating lathe. Ben also noticed a warning label that indicated there was a laser inside and to protect your eyes when using the device.


    “How long have we been airborne?” the man repeated, with more anger in his voice this second time.


    “Only about 45 minutes,” Ben offered, feeling his lip and the surprising sensation of smooth, pain-free skin.


    Behind him, he heard the raucous laughter of his friends. Nicole and Amy were huddled together in their seats, failing to stifle their hysterical giggles. He turned the tablet’s camera on himself, and, sure enough, there it was. Or wasn’t. No cold sore. Weird.


    A moment later, Ben heard an anguished squeal from the pretty blond girl as she ran through the aisle to the bathroom.


    “Crazy kids,” the man remarked.


    “Uh, is that a 3-D printer I see in your bag? That’s a small one if it is. I’ve never seen one that size before. It’s amazing how they keep shrinking those things!” Ben was trying for small talk. Well, his version of small talk, which was tech-based. The man considered Ben for a moment and seemed to decide that he was harmless.


    “Sure. It’s a prototype.”


    “Can I see?”


    “Not a chance. It’s a one-of-a-kind prototype.”


    “No worries. I’ve got my eyes on a 3-D printer myself. Nothing as advanced as yours. But I’m saving up for it. I keep thinking of the kinds of things I’d create with my own one. I could make figures for my DragonsBlade game, futuristic vehicles, or birthday gifts for my sister and mom. I know you can print custom jewelry. They’d like that. And I was just reading about some doctors who created a replacement skull for a woman whose brain was expanding beyond her existing head.” Ben continued to babble on for a few more minutes. How much of what he was saying was actually being processed by the man wasn’t clear.


    “You know what they say, though? First thing you do when you get a 3-D printer? Print yourself a 3-D printer and then take the first one back! Right?”


    The man just wasn’t interested in Ben or his joke, though, and a bored, slightly irritated expression came over the man’s face. Ben had seen that expression a thousand times before on any number of faces, and he knew it was his cue.


    “Hey, thanks for letting me sit down, man. I’m Ben, by the way.


    “Allen.”


    “I should probably get back to my friends soon.”


    The man was glancing at his watch again and seemed to be making some kind of inner calculation.


    “Nervous flyer, huh?”


    Ben thought he saw a glint of sadness in the man’s eyes, and then the man put the printer back into the case and zipped it up.


    “Toilet.”


    Ben nodded and slid out into the aisle.


    Just then, the ding sounded across the cabin again.


    “This is your captain speaking. As you’ll see, the seatbelt sign is back on. We’re looking to be heading into an area of turbulence, so please return to your seats as soon as you can.”


    Time for Ben to return to Nicole and follow up on the cold sore. It didn’t take a mastermind to figure out what Nicole had done.


    It was mean-spirited and a complete waste of Nicole’s Balancing gift, Ben thought. She could be doing something big — like curing cancer or solving world hunger — not pulling little pranks. Nicole was better than that. Wasn’t she?

  


  
    Like StarCraft, But for Real


    Catching his reflection in the glass turnstile doors of the Capitol building, Senator Robert Jennings took a moment to rectify his harried expression. At least his dark hair looked neat, complemented by his usual Friday suit. Expensive but not vulgar (his wife, Joanna, had seen to that.)


    He was late to a meeting for which everyone had to be on time. Big investors, hedge fund people. Booked months before. This was bad form. His father had always taught him never to be late, and to wait only 15 minutes for anyone who was late for you. His tardiness was heading more toward the half-hour mark now; there had been an unexpected amount of tourist traffic on the Eisenhower to D.C., and he hadn’t taken into account that it was the day before Columbus Day weekend.


    An oversight.


    As he strode in, the reception hall was abuzz with senators, assistants and dignitaries alike. He nodded his greetings to one or two, but he knew the air he was putting off was that of a man on a mission, so no one would likely interrupt his beeline to this meeting.


    The usual security checks were slower today, but the senator stifled his rising impatience. He could see his assistant, Michelle, on the other side of the checkpoint, unruffled as usual and holding his cup of coffee. She always looked sharp, but today he could see she’d made a little extra effort with her hair. Homecoming queen, Fulbright scholar. The kind of ambition he’d only seen a few times. Likely he’d be waiting with coffee for her in a few years’ time. But “years” was the operative word — the senator still had some go in him yet, and until the day came that he didn’t, Michelle was a powerful weapon in his arsenal.


    After a few minutes, the senator was free to pass through security, and he rushed to catch up with Michelle.


    “Morning.” They started their pace toward the meeting room on the other side of the building, third floor. Michelle’s cat-like green eyes flicked him with a little side-glance. How did he manage to get grief at home and at work?


    “I’ve let them know.”


    “Good.”


    Michelle handed him his coffee, and he nodded his thanks. “So, what do I need to know?”


    “Your 4:00 cancelled, but I moved the Jonas briefing in its place.” This is what Michelle excelled at — briefing on the move. “I’ve assembled your required reading today. Just the essentials. I’ll be there to fill in the gaps.”


    “OK.” Jennings took a sip of coffee, but he immediately spat it out. “This is cold!”


    “It reflects the amount of time that your guests have been waiting.”


    “And you?”


    Michelle smiled. “Also, you can make light of it when you go in there. Break the ice. They’re not too happy.”


    “It’s Columbus Day weekend. Everyone’s happy, right? It’s just some made-up holiday about a guy who wanted gold and preyed on the Native Americans. Why shouldn’t everybody be happy?” Jennings quipped. He overcame the urge to hurl the cup of cold coffee into a nearby trash bin. Michelle was right; he could soften up the delegates with their shared First World pain of cold coffee.


    “Speaking of being happy, Drake called. He says he’s taken that flight to Florida.”


    “That flight? Which flight? He didn’t mention one to me.”


    “Oh.” For a second, the unflappable Michelle looked in danger of losing her cool. “Well, he made it seem to me that he had. I probed.”


    “Of course you did. Who’s he with?”


    “Umm … Amy, Nicole and Ben? Hey, are Drake and Amy back together? I thought he was with that Stacey girl now.”


    Jennings hesitated for a moment and almost ran into a hasty intern dashing through the corridor the other way. Michelle took his arm and guided him to the elevator.


    “You don’t like her, right?”


    “No, no. Amy’s fine. Nicole — she’s the one who rescued the girl from the fire?”


    “Yep. Regular heroine. Oh, and just so you know, while we’re on my mea culpa, I booked the tickets for him using those air miles you’ve collected. He said you wouldn’t have problem with it. Should I not have done that?”


    Jennings’ mind was racing. The elevator doors shut and the car carried them upward. He knew he had to focus.


    “What was that? Airline tickets with miles? OK, fine. That’s fine. Just make sure he’s back home before school resumes. But tell me Drake’s flight number again?”


    “I didn’t tell you yet.” Michelle smiled. “Where is your head today, Senator? It’s 91.”


    “91 — got it. Just a lot of things, Michelle.”


    The elevator chimed and the doors opened onto their floor.


    Jennings stepped out of the elevator and then to the side to let people pass. “Just one moment, Michelle. There’s something I need to do.” He pulled out his phone from his suit pocket. “Give me one second to call somebody about that.”


    Michelle snatched the phone, grabbed Jennings’ shoulders and turned him in the direction they should be heading. “Go! Walk! Stay focused. You don’t have a second. Call later. You’re late.”


    “You’re right.” Jennings made a mental note to make that call immediately after his meeting.


    The pair resumed their rapid pace through the hallways, but soon the senator unexpectedly turned to Michelle. “Am I a good father?”


    “Excuse me, Senator?” Michelle was caught off guard for the second time in one day.


    “Am I a good father? I sometimes feel like maybe this is all a bit much. I’ve given so much to my public service that I haven’t been around as much as I could’ve or should’ve been.” Jennings stared off into space.


    Such reflecting wasn’t the sort of behavior Michelle was used to seeing from the senator. “Drake loves you, sir. I can tell. He looks up to you, and he’s proud. He’s also smart and knows that he has to share you with the country at times.”


    Jennings paused and gave the warm smile of a proud father. “Yes. Of course. He’s a good kid.”


    “Oh, and one more thing. They wanted you to see it just before the meeting. It’s classified, so I couldn’t look.”


    Michelle passed him a folder. Its title — “Project TSP” — was clear as day on the front. Seeing it caused Jennings’ thoughts to stumble again. “So, the Terran Stim Pack project is getting results?”


    “Didn’t we cut funding for this guy?” Michelle asked.


    “Just the opposite. We doubled his funding. But it’s from the black budget — nobody is supposed to know about it.”

  


  
    Don’t Bring a Knife to a Gun Flight


    The longer Nicole had been talking to Jason, the less she experienced the twinges of pain in her leg. She knew that old saying “Love cures all ills,” but this effect was pretty startling. She had also felt fine about the plane’s frequent bouts of turbulence.


    This was something new, though. Her carefree spirit — her risk-taking — was a kind of wild abandon.


    There was only a twinge of guilt over Jason’s blond friend, who still hadn’t returned. Nicole was pretty sure she hadn’t done anything else to her, and that it was only the cold sore she’d Balanced.


    Nicole grinned and wondered how Ben was feeling.


    “So, worst guilt trip she’s ever pulled on you?” Jason asked. The pair had been swapping stories about having doctors for mothers. Nicole’s mom worked in pediatrics while Jason’s mom worked in oncology, but the differences between them seemed to end there.


    Jason crossed his arms and shifted in his seat, awaiting her reply. Nicole was aware of every little thing he did right now — it was like sparks of excitement were flying back and forth between them.


    “My mom would say, ‘You want me to stay home and nurse your fever, or go help Tommy Norris, who has two months to live?’”


    “Guilt trip, right?” Jason laughed.


    “I know!”


    “Some things don’t need stating.”


    “Totally. Did you ever wish you could get ill and then she’d be sorry?”


    Jason laughed. “I swear, I’ve had not one day off school. And then, her friends would call about their kids, and she’d be loaded with sympathy.” Jason changed his expression and starting speaking in a falsetto voice. “‘Oh, Barbara. That’s so worrisome for you,’ and ‘Jane, I can totally understand how that’s keeping you up. Definitely make sure they get good rest.’ And there I was, strung out on the sofa, dying, with a scorching fever, being told it’s not that bad — get on that bus and get to school!”


    Nicole laughed; Jason’s impersonation of his mom’s voice was probably spot-on.


    The flight was going by so fast that Nicole had completely lost track of time.


    In fact, Nicole and Jason had been sitting together 28 minutes and 32 seconds, to be precise. Ben had been keeping track. Having lost the nerve to oust Jason from his seat himself, he had been hoping the blond girl would make a second attempt to retrieve Jason. Unfortunately, there had been no sign of this — just the sounds of her wailing to a kind flight attendant and then being ushered to what Ben presumed was the back of the plane to get some friendly girl advice.


    It had occurred to him that his temporary traveling companion, Allen, hadn’t yet returned to his seat either. He had looked rather sweaty and nervous, so Ben assumed his stomach had gotten the better of him, especially given that this was such a turbulent flight. Still, half an hour was a while.


    Ben wasn’t alone in his concern. In the corridor outside the restroom at the front of the plane, a brisk, pretty flight attendant rapped on the door.


    “Sir, is everything OK in there?” Ben heard her say. She didn’t look worried, but Ben noticed she sure did have a lot of makeup on — the effect rivaled his own sister’s before she was heading out on a date.


    It was clear the attendant hadn’t received a reply. She knocked again, this time more urgently. And, after another uncomfortable pause, she spun on her heel and grabbed a phone, which Ben presumed was connected to the cockpit.


    Ben switched off his tablet and leaned forward. Something in him was telling him to watch this.


    Sure enough, moments later, a smartly dressed pilot — the second officer, Ben assumed — accompanied the attendant to the door. He gave knocking a try, and, after waiting an appropriate amount of time, nodded to the attendant. She brought out a small screwdriver and flipped over what Ben could see was the no-smoking sign.


    The officer glanced at his colleague and then began to ease open the door. Ben hadn’t even had a moment to ponder whether all no-smoking signs did that before, suddenly, the door burst open, knocking the second officer back a few feet.


    And there stood Allen.


    The first thing Ben noticed was that he looked different. Maniacal. Ben scanned Allen up and down like the Terminator did when studying potential threats, and Ben caught sight of something that would be seared into his memory forever.


    Allen held a knife in one hand and a gun in the other.


    A numbness hit Ben then.


    Allen lunged, bringing his fist forward and forcing the flight attendant backward. She screamed, which got the attention of the rest of the cabin. Her scream wasn’t just one of surprise, though — it turned into a gargled exclamation of pain.


    Pulling his hand away from the attendant, Allen revealed a knife with blood on it.


    The attendant crumpled to the floor.


    Ben gulped in shock — that harmless guy who had been sitting next to him had just stabbed a woman.


    “Nobody move!” Allen shouted, and the cabin fell deathly quiet, except for a child who had begun to cry, which somehow summed up the fears of all the passengers suddenly trying to keep calm.


    His heart beating in his throat, Ben glanced back at Nicole, who shot him a decisive look. He knew she would be able to do something, but things were moving so fast that it was hard to tell what was going to be possible.


    Ben’s thoughts began to race. There was a tipping point, wasn’t there? A small but crucial window of opportunity during a hijack when the balance could swing either way? It occurred to Ben that this was now, but he was too far away from Allen to reach him, and no one up front appeared to be taking action, dazed as they were.


    Then, the silence was broken.


    Allen pointed the gun at the second officer and cried out, almost pleading.


    “Get out of my way!”


    Were those tears in his eyes? This was not the classic expression of a heartless hijacker.


    The second officer, too stunned to react properly, put his hands up.


    “I can’t let you pass.”


    “Then … I’m so sorry.” And with that, a loud bang ripped through the aircraft. It was all happening so quickly, and not like in the movies. No dialogue. No pleading. It was like a song that had jumped straight to the end, and suddenly a man and a woman were dying in front of Ben’s eyes.


    Pandemonium reigned in the cabin, with the students and the adults alike wailing and trying to keep themselves safe. In a metal tube thousands of feet up in the air, however, there were few places to hide.


    Allen seemed to spy the cockpit door ajar then, and, without a moment’s more thought, he ran inside it and locked it shut behind him.


    Ben swallowed.


    A crazed man with a knife and a gun was now in the cockpit.


    People were screaming.


    The balance had swung in the hijacker’s favor.

  


  
    Becoming a Lone Wolf


    Agent Bishop sighed with frustration and pushed away the paperwork that was wriggling and gasping its last breaths in the net of bureaucracy yet again. His PRESS (Paranormal Research, Enforcement and Surveillance Service) team had securely bugged the Aaronson house, tapped the family’s cell phones, and kept Nicole under tight watch since she’d killed Agent Carter. But the one time he’d tried to get the central agency to help out, nada.


    At least he’d secured access to the state-of-the-art PRESS jet. He and his team were preparing to fly to Florida to continue surveillance of Nicole on a compressed timeline. The federal jet allowed them to make progress faster than they’d be able to if they had to fly a regular commercial airliner. And, more importantly, this jet was custom-designed for mobile intelligence operations, allowing his team to manage any operation in real time.


    Unfortunately, some delay in higher-level security requests meant that his orders hadn’t gotten approved in time, and not a single one of his agents was on Nicole’s flight. That was two hours of information blackout that he was never going to get back. And Nicole wasn’t stupid; she’d figure it out, and then who knew what she’d do.


    That was the one big question that remained on Bishop’s mind. Hell, ever since he’d pulled out the charred remains of his PRESS partner, Agent Carter, from the forest, he’d known that he had underestimated the sweet-looking, freckled teen. Officer Gillespie couldn’t have known the complexity of it all, but he had blindsided Bishop. The state trooper had been right, of course: Without evidence, Bishop could only go on a hunch that Nicole was responsible for Agent Carter’s death, and she couldn’t be arrested. There was no proof that she had done it — only circumstantial evidence. PRESS wasn’t ready to preach to the world about Balancers and the dangers they posed. Could they take her without proper court orders? Not likely. A teen going missing like that would draw too much attention. Plus, her mother was cast-iron in her alibi. Dr. Aaronson, a respected pediatric doctor, hadn’t blinked an eye when offering the times and places she had been with her daughter. Of course this contradicted the times Nicole would have had to have been present at the forest razing.


    For Bishop, the word “frustrating” didn’t do the situation justice.


    He’d lost sleep trying to make sense of all the evidence that had turned up after Carter’s passing. “Passing” — so delicate a word for that terrifying, burned-out mass. Papers, emails, secret calls. Bishop had been able to access them all for a few fleeting hours after Carter’s death, and then everything had disappeared.


    So far, he’d established that Carter had been communicating all the mission data to someone else. Thinking of this made Bishop even more furious, because he’d had a hunch about it before Carter’s death. Those furtive text messages his partner had sent, the lateness every now and then, and the mid-distance staring that had distracted him in the middle of investigations. The slipping in of alien terms and specialist knowledge that had made Bishop hesitate back then now all clicked into place.


    Bishop had worried phone messages from his sister that confirmed that his already-minimal family communication had slipped to embarrassingly nonexistent. Dark circles bagged his already heavy glare, and he had silver streaks in his hair where the anxiousness had taken a toll. In a matter of hours, Bishop had gone from driving forward a secret investigation into paranormal phenomena with his PRESS partner to becoming a lone wolf, thwarted by the upper echelons of his own organization.


    So, each time the central agency blocked his plans, he would have to think up something else. It was beginning to feel like a game of chess — laying down one move while pre-empting the five or 10 countermoves from whatever faceless force was trying to stop his investigation.


    He could sit back with some satisfaction in the knowledge that his PRESS team was already on its way to Florida to find and follow Nicole at the Orlando airport. That was a power in his jurisdiction that he was happy to use, and he’d be damned if anyone dared try to take it away from him.


    Removing his reading glasses, Bishop savored a rare few seconds of brain rest. He rubbed his tired eyes — so little sleep for so long now — and massaged the bridge of his nose.


    A gentle rap on his office door brought forth a sigh from deep within.


    What now?


    “Sir?”


    Bishop opened his eyes and looked up with as much as patience as he could muster.


    The expression on his deputy’s face broke the news before he even said a word.


    “Sir, it’s about Flight 91 …”

  


  
    In-Flight Gifts


    Despite the chaos, a small girl in a simple, plain-colored dress came skipping down the aisle of the airplane in her bare feet, singing to herself. The lyrics to the song weren’t in English, but rather were French-sounding words. Her long brown hair looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks, and her feet were filthy. She appeared to be about 12 or 13.


    The girl seemed out of place on the plane, so Nicole suspected she was having one of her hallucinations.


    When the little girl reached Nicole’s aisle, she bent over to whisper in Nicole’s ear. “Give me your hand. God has something for you.”


    Nicole looked at her beautiful blue eyes.


    “Who are you?”


    “I am one of three. Give me your hand.”


    “One of three? Is this like that story A Christmas Carol?”


    “Give me your hand. There is no need to fear, for you are the strongest and most powerful of them all.”


    “OK, but quite frankly, you are freaking me out a little. You’re the first one of my hallucinations that’s ever talked to me.”


    “But we have a gift for you. You must take this.”


    Nicole couldn’t hear any sounds of the airplane or the panicked cries of the students surrounding her. She could hear only the voice of the child in front of her.


    “OK, fine.” Won over by the girl’s pleading stare and resolving to stay strong in the face of this recent hallucination, Nicole extended her hand to receive the offering. Out of thin air, the girl revealed a magnificent sword and placed it delicately in Nicole’s outstretched hand.


    “That’s a sword. I’m on a plane. Exactly what am I supposed to do with this?” Nicole asked, looking around her to see whether any of the other passengers had noticed her speaking to the girl.


    “Your time has begun. You choose what is right.”


    The girl then continued to skip down the aisle to the back of the plane before disappearing around the corner near the bathrooms. Nicole made a mental note to tell Amy about the girl and the sword later, given that now was not the best time.


    Within moments of the girl having faded into the back of the jet, Amy, Ben and Drake had come together in the narrow aisle by Nicole. As the sight of her friends became clearer, Nicole’s image of the sword in her hand faded away.


    Only an ominous silence emanated from the seized cockpit, and no threats had been dealt to the passengers. Everyone’s mind was on what was going on at the front of the plane, who was flying the plane, and what that person’s intentions were. All around them students were hopelessly dialing 911 on their cell phones, trying in vain to reach their parents. The four friends were working quickly to get some kind of plan together.


    The first idea was the obvious one given they had Nicole — to see whether she could Balance the hijacker against either the wounded second officer or flight attendant. An off-duty pilot had already moved up front and begun taking charge — not an easy feat given the planeload of hysterical students. In the chaos, Jason had also rushed up to the front of the plane and was desperately trying to administer first aid to save the victims’ lives.


    The four friends got themselves up close, but they hadn’t even had the opportunity to talk to the second officer before the off-duty pilot swatted them back. How to explain that Nicole could save lives and get to the hijacker in one fell swoop?


    With her usual carefree manner, Amy was able to lie and make a fuss, wailing that she was the attendant’s younger sister. She held the ailing woman’s hand and tenderly brushed back her hair, her mind racing.


    Jason moved over to the flight attendant’s side.


    “You’re her sister? What’s her name?”


    “Of course I am. It’s Jeanine.”


    Luckily, Amy had had enough time to glance at the attendant’s badge.


    Jason took a breath and tried his best to speak to the woman in a calm voice. “Jeanine? Can you hear me?”


    “Is she going to be OK?” Amy asked.


    Jason made a few cursory checks while remaining cool under pressure.


    “Amy, she’s going to be OK. We thought she’d been stabbed, and there’s blood to indicate it, but turns out it’s just a grazing somewhere.” Jason lifted the attendant’s vest to reveal intact skin underneath.


    Amy frowned her unspoken query Nicole’s way.


    Nicole shook her head.


    Amy let out a disappointed, matter-of-fact “Crap.”


    Jason glared up at Amy, puzzled.


    Amy opted to style it out. “Well, this outfit is totally ruined! My sister paid a lot of money for that uniform.”


    “I’m sure the airline will refund her,” Jason murmured, though with a tone that suggested his sentence might as well have been, “Your sister just got stabbed and you’re worried about her outfit?”


    Either way, Nicole knew she now had to focus her efforts on the second officer.


    Jason stood up, stumbled a little, and began to walk back to his seat. “Sorry, guys. I’m feeling a little queasy. I need to sit down for a bit.”


    “Thanks, Jason. You were wonderful,” Nicole assured him as he walked away.


    Ben, meanwhile, wondered what was so wonderful about doing nothing. How could this guy continue to steal Nicole’s attention by doing nothing?


    The off-duty pilot put one arm around Drake’s shoulder and shook his hand. “I’m Raymond.”


    “Drake.”


    “I’m going to check out the cockpit door.” Raymond handed Drake a first-aid kit and motioned to the second officer lying on the floor. “Do what you can with this. And just stay with him and keep him alert.”


    “Sure thing.” Drake got on the ground and opened the first-aid kit to take inventory. First-aid spray, gauze, pads, tape. The spray had an anesthetic, which would dull some of the pain. He got to work on the gunshot wound on the man’s chest, cleaning the wound and applying pressure using the gauze.


    Nicole knew this was her time. She joined Drake and the wounded man on the floor of the cabin.


    “Can you tell me your first name?” she whispered down to the second officer. He had light gray hair, and, under the airplane lights, Nicole could see flecks of formerly red locks.


    “Liam,” he replied.


    “Liam,” she said quietly, a smile on her lips. “Hi. I’m Nicole.”


    The second officer smiled weakly.


    “Liam, I’m going to keep you talking so you stay awake, OK? So, what’s your best memory?”


    The older man appeared puzzled at this line of questioning and coughed in pain. He looked around to see whether anybody else was coming to his aid, but when he realized Nicole and Drake were the only ones, he decided to respond. If he was going to die, at least he wouldn’t be alone.


    “Well, when I was 12, I scored the winning goal in an ice hockey competition.”


    “Wow.” Nicole reflected on how it would feel to do that — the excitement, the glory.


    “But …” He coughed again, the racking pain seizing him. “The best thing about it was being lifted onto my teammates’ shoulders. The view from up there …” He managed a smile then — 12 again and hoisted back up to a bird’s-eye view, gliding around the stadium in a victory lap. “I saw my dad as we skated past. It’s just a blur, his face. A moment, but I will never forget it. He looked so proud.”


    Nicole touched Liam’s cheek. Then, when she felt ready, she looked up at Ben.


    “Tell me about the hijacker.”


    Anytime Nicole needed him, Ben felt his life had more purpose. And he was up to the challenge.


    “His name was Allen,” Ben said. “Sort of my height, balding, sweating, brown eyes, stubble, has a wife. She didn’t come today. He seemed pretty nervous, though now I can see why. He had a 3-D printer with him. He must have used that in the bathroom to make the gun and the knife. I can’t believe somebody would do something like that.” Ben gestured to the wounded second officer and the flight attendant.


    “Anything else?”


    “He was right there at the front of the plane waving a gun and a knife,” Drake said plainly. “Did you miss that?”


    “No, I didn’t get a good enough sense of him,” Nicole replied.


    “Wonder why that was,” Drake commented. Amy shot him a look.


    “What, am I supposed to be on duty, like, 24/7?” Nicole snapped back uncharacteristically.


    “Nix?” a shocked Amy protested.


    Nicole could feel her heart pound with anger. How dare they judge her for having a little fun for once when they spent all their time fawning and giggling over each other. Didn’t they see how hard it was for her to have this power? The responsibility …


    “Nix?” Amy’s concern interrupted Nicole’s furious train of thought. She laid a hand on her arm. ”Nix, he’s worried. We’re all afraid. You need to stay calm and do this thing.” She turned to Ben. “Ben, go check out the bathroom to see if the guy left anything behind that might help us. I’ll stay with Nicole.”


    Ben seemed reluctant, but he left them to it.


    Amy put her forehead on Nicole’s to get her to attention. “Now focus, Nix,” she whispered.


    “I didn’t think … I’m sorry.” Nicole knew she was losing it a little.


    “Focus. Please.”


    Nicole scrunched her eyes shut. There was fear in this darkness, but she set her mind on Allen. In the few seconds she had seen him, he was so strange, so out of it. But he’d also had tears in his eyes. What were they for? Did he even want to be hijacking this plane? Or was something else in control right now? She thought of him leaving his wife at home, how he must have said goodbye to her knowing what he was about to do. Then she could hear the few words he had shouted out on the plane, and Nicole tried to use those as anchors.


    She then pictured a young Liam, elevated on the shoulders of his teammates, and tried to imagine herself in the group, skates on her feet, feeling the ice slide beneath her, with her arms lifting Liam too. But even before she could get a sense of Liam’s pain in his current state, Allen suddenly slipped away from her. She was sure she’d had a hold, but it was fleeting. He had vanished from her awareness.


    Suddenly, the clamor surrounding Nicole drained back in — whatever she’d done, it hadn’t stopped what was going on in the cockpit.


    She couldn’t Balance.


    With tears rolling from her eyes, Nicole sat back. She could see the worried look on her best friend’s face, but she could also tell that Amy was trying to be brave.


    “Thanks…for not leaving me alone…” Liam whispered.


    “Stay with me, Liam!” Nicole cried. She cupped his face with her hands.


    Just a second later, though, the man who was once the boy who loved ice hockey — with memories of listening to Guns N’ Roses in his parents’ backyard, stealing finger scoops of raw cake mix, and tickling his beloved cat, Marty — closed his eyes for the last time. The memories dissipated. The man had passed on.


    “No!” Nicole moaned. She couldn’t — wouldn’t — believe it.


    She grasped the sides of his face and shut her eyes again, furiously trying to summon Allen and bring back Liam.


    But it was useless. The only pain she felt now was her own, and her heart was pounding from frustration. Why couldn’t she reach the hijacker? Lead-lined doors, perhaps? Was that her kryptonite?


    “He’s gone,” Drake said. “The wounds were too much.”


    “I’m not giving up,” Nicole whispered. “We’ll figure out another way. We have to find someone else sick on this plane.”


    They surveyed the rows of frantic students. Although a group was huddled around one girl who was having an asthma attack from the panic, the girl didn’t appear to be ill enough to help.


    “I’ll start searching,” Amy volunteered.


    “And I need to get close to him. The hijacker.”


    “How?”


    Amy’s mouth opened but no words came out. They both knew the answer. They were going to have to storm the cockpit.

  


  
    Frustration-Aggression

    Theory


    Bishop leaned and rested much of his weight over the monitors in the PRESS surveillance jet. He took a moment to situate himself here, among the floor-to-wall LED screens with state-of-the-art recording and analysis devices. All this technology, and still they couldn’t bring home a hijacked plane.


    Bishop and his team had spent the past 10 minutes listening to the control tower at Orlando trying to make contact with the imperiled flight.


    “Flight 91, this is Orlando Tower. Repeat, please come in.”


    It had all been in vain. There had been silence — no demands, ransom or otherwise. Whoever had taken the cockpit knew what they were doing, but they were keeping the why a mystery.


    Bishop knew what this silence would signify — the imminent deployment of U.S. fighter jets from a nearby military base. Since 9/11, the Department of Homeland Security had declared a policy of downing a radio-silent plane, and not even a planeload of innocent U.S. citizens could prevent it. Everyone knew the human cost of a rogue plane piloted with murderous intentions. This situation had to be treated as a worst-case scenario.


    Then the door to the ops room opened and the agent he had been waiting for arrived, reams of printed paper in her hand. Agent Velasquez was a rising star in PRESS and had a nice mix of new-technology smarts and old-school dedication. Bishop had known her father years back. Elena Velasquez reminded Bishop of the old agents who had come before — agents who’d had a passion for the agency that seemed to be lacking in most of the younger agents these days. Most evenings he’d pass her office on his way home, her desk lamp on, Velasquez craning over details of her latest mission.


    “The crew manifest and passenger details, sir. I’ve made a dent.”


    “What have you got so far? Other than our girl?”


    “Nothing came up on our initial scan of the manifest. None of the passengers raised any domestic red flags, and each had low NTI ratings — even your girl Nicole. Given that we had nothing, I submitted a cross-check of this manifest against the INTERPOL database, the International Criminal Police Organization. That’s when I discovered one of the passengers on Flight 91 is flying on a stolen Russian passport.”


    Bishop’s interest piqued. “Interesting. And he was still allowed to board?”


    “This information is hot off the press. He would’ve been prevented to board now, but when Flight 91 took off, the stolen passport was clean.”


    Bishop appeared more and more concerned after every detail Velasquez provided him. “This could be bad. So we have some kind of international terrorist on board?”


    “That’s what I was expecting to find. But this is a potential domestic terrorist threat. We have to take into account that the plane is packed with a high school marching band traveling out to Adventure World. The media will create a frenzy if we don’t get on top of it. Also, take a look at these.” Velasquez pulled out several color photographs, still video images from security cameras, and printouts of profiles from the FBI database. “We analyzed video footage and still footage of the passengers as they were boarding the airplane, and isolated the image of our suspect. We then did a facial-recognition match of his image against all of our criminal database.”


    “And?”


    “We still came up empty.”


    Bishop looked down and folded his hands. His disappointed reaction to her words pleased Velasquez. It was exactly what she had been hoping for. This was her moment to prove herself to Bishop and the team.


    “Fortunately, I have connections with most of the casinos in Las Vegas,” Velasquez continued.


    The tension appeared to be getting to Bishop. Why was Las Vegas able to find something that his own agency couldn’t? “OK. Explain it to me, please. Why Las Vegas?”


    “The Vegas casinos have the most powerful facial-recognition computers in the world. Their facial database is larger, and their systems are exponentially more powerful than ours.”


    Velasquez slid a photo across the table. “Vegas says this guy is a near 100 percent match. And we know his car arrived at the airport-parking garage on the day of the flight. I can say with extremely high confidence that this is our guy: Allen Kreschkensky. He’s American. And he used to be lead engineer at the airline, but he got laid off … last June.”


    “How old?”


    “48.”


    “Not old enough to retire, so the severance package may not have been what he wanted.”


    “Exactly. A brief trawl through social media shows he’s bad-mouthed the airline left, right and center.”


    Velasquez offered her tablet and scrolled down Allen Kreschkensky’s Twitter page. Sure enough, every day he’d posted something new about the airline and its iniquities.


    “He’s the only one we got so far, other than Nicole Aaronson. But Psych reckons she’s not a suspect.”


    “Really?” Bishop snorted. “How so?”


    Velasquez handed him the file with the details. Bishop scanned through. “‘Plane hijackers are psychopathological with an aim in mind.’” This contradicted the secrecy Nicole’s actions seemed to suggest she wanted. For Allen, the motive would be straightforward — some kind of revenge.


    “What about this frustration-aggression theory? This shrink didn’t see her that day. That girl was seriously pissed.”


    “But think about it, sir. Hasn’t she done everything she’s wanted? Frustration always involves aggression. But healing a young boy and her sick friend? She got to do it. Where’s her frustration?”


    “With us?”


    “What’s she going to achieve by bringing down a plane full of just the kind of people she’s wanted to save? It doesn’t add up. Also, oppression theory won’t help you out here either. She’s an A student with parents who are socioeconomically comfortable, and only in the past few months have her so-called gifts shown themselves.”


    “What if she’s struggled with all this for years and this is her tipping point?” Bishop was reaching here, but, with a twinkle in her eye, Velasquez was going to humor him.


    “Sure, but Psych won’t see it. She has no history of depression or anxious symptoms, and identity-wise, she was pretty set.”


    “She’s a teenage girl.”


    “And? Your point is that a hormonal girl can down a plane? Sure! I can list you about half the passengers on Flight 91 who fit that criterion.”


    “A hormonal girl with special powers.”


    “Unproven. You want me to go on scientific fact, OK? Psych says that she has exhibited no self-esteem problems or identity issues. Her dad is away half the time, and her mom works in the local ER, so I would say just from the outside there aren’t any controlling parental issues here either. They’re not home enough to extol the kind of pressure that would need. Also,” hardly drawing a breath, Velasquez turned to a further page in her Psych doc, “the closest you would get would be narcissism theory — lack of maternal empathy, possible early emotional neglect and the creation of a kind of God complex.”


    “God complex! Now you’re talking!” Bishop’s eyes lit up.


    “Wait, wait, wait. Don’t get ahead of yourself, sir. With respect, I majored in psychology, and I’m telling you, it’s not this girl.”


    “Thanks. We’ll see.” Bishop snatched away the clipboard and turned back to his monitors. He couldn’t help but feel the anticipation building in him now. This hijacking would be enough to bring Nicole in.


    “Control, this is Bishop. Update me.”


    “No news, sir. Jets scramble in T-minus 10.”


    Bishop nodded. He hoped Velasquez was right and that Nicole wasn’t hijacking the plane. God complex or not, they sure needed a hero up there.

  


  
    Bang!


    In the cockpit, Allen Kreschkensky was recalling the time his brother Alex had stolen his favorite G.I. Joe toy. It was returned to him after a boxing match. Alex had covered its face with permanent red ink so it would look, in his words, more like it had been in an actual boxing match. Allen didn’t know why this memory had hit him right then, there in the cockpit of the plane he’d just hijacked. The memory accompanied a fist-clenching sense of outrage.


    Maybe it was all the red he’d seen that day. Or perhaps it was the drugs the professor had given him, which Allen had injected while he was hiding out in the airplane lavatory, waiting for his weapons to print. The dosage had helped him do what he’d needed to do, plus furnished an odd cocktail of side effects. It was the adrenalin spike that had spurred him to his actions, and it had also numbed him to their horror.


    He had stabbed a woman. The family he had grown up in would not have tolerated even harsh language toward the fairer sex, and there he had been, pushing a knife into one.


    He knew he should feel ashamed, but he couldn’t access the feelings. The drugs again. He was just a vessel. He knew he was doing this for his own good reasons. Though he was having trouble explaining those reasons to the pilot.


    The pilot, a bearded man with salt-and-pepper hair, stared back through blank brown eyes, blood dripping from his wounds, his breaths rattling painfully. Allen had tied his hands to stop him from fighting anymore. He had put up a fight, but the monstrous, drug-induced influence in Allen had overpowered him.


    “You got family, right?” Allen asked.


    The pilot closed his eyes. He’d had enough of the chat.


    “I got family. They depend on me. Or did. My wife works shifts now. We can’t afford the things we used to. I feel guilty.”


    Or felt guilty. That was one of those inaccessible feelings.


    “Thirty years I worked there. From nothing to engineer. Worked so many late nights. I was working so hard to make sure they’d be OK that I was too busy to watch them grow up. I missed it all.”


    “You still have a chance.”


    “I’m a stranger to them. Besides, they’re teenagers. What would they want me for? My wife — she loves me. Or she did. She loved me as the engineer, but now she just looks at me so sad. Like she doesn’t see me the same way. Guess I’m not the same way. Other airlines want young engineers with life in them. Cheaper. And I’m past it. Better off dead than alive. They will be, anyhow.”


    The radio crackled to life again, and Allen rolled his eyes.


    “Flight 91, this is Orlando Tower. Please respond immediately or we will be forced to take action against you.”


    “They’re going to send the jets if you don’t let me reply,” the pilot said, his voice weak and labored.


    “I know.”


    They’d already been through what Allen wanted, and the hijacker’s objectives weren’t going to be achieved this side of life.


    “Please. At least let me land the plane. I have a little girl. She’ll miss me if I don’t come home.”


    Allen blinked down at the pilot.


    “But my little girl is more important than yours,” Allen replied, reveling in the blindingly obvious illogic of his statement.


    “What if our positions were reversed? What would you do then?”


    Allen stared at him. This was a different line of thought. The drugs were making it hard for him to focus on new ideas, but somewhere in Allen, there seemed to be a glint of understanding.


    Bang!


    A heavy object suddenly smashed against the cockpit door, causing both Allen and the pilot to jump back.


    Bang, bang, bang! It reverberated again and again, its cacophony coinciding with repeated blunt pressure on Allen’s skull.


    The hijacker gave a short scream and grabbed his head. This sudden turn of events had shaken him out of his moment of doubt.


    He sat up, secured the door, and checked the instruments and radar. Allen then looked out the front cockpit window, and, on the horizon, he could see his target.


    Soon this would all be over.

  


  
    Just Go with the Knife


    So far, the heaviest, most effective object that could potentially knock down the cockpit door was a fire extinguisher. It wasn’t perfect, but with enough outrage behind it, it just might work.


    Ben had been observing Drake head up a team of male passengers — the larger guys from the marching band — who were taking turns wielding the large red cylinder at the impenetrable door. This was alpha male territory, all of these guys uniting in their determination to infiltrate the cockpit.


    The attempts to break down the cockpit door were all occurring in spite of off-duty pilot Raymond’s protests. The lean, dark-haired, olive-skinned man had been adamant that the fact that they had heard no gunshots meant the pilot was still alive. The pilot could be negotiating with air traffic control, Raymond reasoned, and any attempt to interrupt such efforts could tip the delicate balance of power in the cockpit.


    “It’s a reinforced bulletproof door; you’re not going to be able to break it down with a fire extinguisher,” Raymond said to the group of young men. The off-duty pilot’s case for inactivity had silenced many in the cabin who had been supporting those up front, but not Drake.


    “Look, Raymond, until you can come up with a better plan than standing around and protesting, I’m going to keep trying to break down this door,” Drake asserted. He took up the red canister again, readying himself to lunge forward.


    Across Flight 91, the passengers had quieted down, and a blanket of stifled panic had settled upon everyone on board. There was some gentle sobbing here and there. Friends huddled together, communing over the imminent threat to their precious futures. Members of the cabin crew, trained to face such situations, were having to draw on their own reserves, especially now that one of their own had been mortally injured. There were no fake smiles or other superficialities — only the necessities mattered now.


    Some of the frail and young had swapped with those in the business class aisles to get away from the cockpit. Money and status no longer counted for much up there. The sole currency was life and death.


    Nicole knew she could do something about all of this. While others could try bashing down doors or resign to weeping in despair, helplessness was the last emotion Nicole felt. She alone could make a difference in this situation, and it was this knowledge that held her resolve strong as she moved from person to person, scanning for someone ill to Balance the hijacker against.


    She could see the abject fear written on the faces of her fellow passengers. If they hadn’t witnessed the stabbings at the front, perhaps they would know nothing of the hijacking and would assume that the pilot was still in charge? Perhaps he was?


    The illusion of control.


    Nicole pushed on.


    Meanwhile, Ben was trying to shove similar thoughts aside to focus on doing what he did best — getting a grip on a new technology. The 3-D printer, which under any other circumstances would be an exciting prospect to savor for hours like a fine wine, sat before him in all of its sleek, black glory. In the few rushed minutes Ben had spent with the device, he’d been able to conclude that it was much more than a “normal” 3-D printer.


    If Ben weren’t mistaken, it looked a lot like a bio-replicator he had read about on one of his technology forums. He’d thought this technology was still experimental, but here it was, right in front of him. This replicator would allow medics on the battlefield to create replacement bones or entire limbs within minutes. But the hijacker had cleverly used it to print out his gun and knife at unbelievable speeds. It would have been much faster than any printer you could buy, and its lightweight material meant it was portable, too, and battery-operated. How had Allen gotten his hands on cutting-edge tech like this?


    Drake took a break from ramming the extinguisher against the cockpit door to observe Ben examining the processing log of the device.


    “He was in here for 30 minutes producing a composite gun and knife.”


    “What about bullets?”


    “It can’t make bullets. Only the gun,” Ben explained. “He must have smuggled the bullets on board.”


    “Or maybe somebody planted the bullets here ahead of time.”


    “Probably,” Ben said. Drake turned out to be pretty sharp.


    “So, no gun. I’m thinking we just go with the knife. Be quicker?”


    Ben nodded. “Five minutes.”


    “Awesome.”


    With a click of a couple buttons, the printer whirred into action. Despite having a clear understanding of the coding behind most of these technologies, Ben could still appreciate the magical element of printing out something solid and useful from just a few lines of code. If he weren’t trying to be a little more self-aware in this time of panic, he would have just laid his head down right there and watched the laser carve it out bit by bit.


    Both Ben and Drake suddenly heard something and looked down the aisle of the cabin.


    “Nicole!” Amy called to her friend, motioning with jubilant urgency about her discovery at the back of the plane.


    This was how Nicole came to meet Janet and Ed Hofmeier, an elderly couple who were returning home after visiting their grandchildren — a rare trip, given Ed’s aggressive lung cancer. His oxygen tank was sitting neatly by his side — the first thing Amy had spotted. Janet had been doing her best to keep him calm, but the signs of strain were telling on her face.


    In the few minutes since crouching next to them, Nicole had heard all about Eric and Rebekah, the mischievous twins, and Janet and Ed’s older daughter, who lived just up the road from Nicole, in fact. They answered Nicole’s questions and explained how they’d met — they’d worked together at the old plant; Janet wasn’t so keen, but Ed pursued — and how they had been married. Janet had even produced a black-and-white photo out of Ed’s wallet of their wedding day. Everything seemed much simpler back then in photographs. There they were — Janet and Ed — young and in love and bliss.


    “You can’t see it there, but I had red hair.”


    “Beautiful,” Ed added.


    “Of course, it faded over the years, and now I have this.” Janet indicated to her short, silver locks.


    “Wherever she went, she’d turn heads,” Ed continued.” They’d all say to her, ‘Jan, did you hit your head before you married him?’ I was a scrap of a boy then,” Ed laughed.


    Nicole laughed with him and glanced up at Janet, who was now fussing over Ed as he coughed from too much talking. The prognosis wasn’t good — three or four months, Janet had whispered. They both had covered over the sadness; they’d had 40 years of marriage. But the prospect of Ed’s imminent passing was still poignant, and Nicole felt the sorrow of the inevitability of a loving couple being parted before either was ready.


    “Anyone know what’s happening up there?” Ed became a little more serious now.


    “They’re trying to fix it.”


    “You just let me into the cockpit — I can still kick some ass!” Ed joked.


    They all smiled, and for a moment the four united in a brief spell of levity. In a way, Nicole reflected, Ed’s sentiment was exactly what she was intending to do.


    It was time.


    She stood up and took Amy’s hand.


    “We’ll be back,” she said to the couple, and the girls began advancing up the aisle.


    But they had taken only a few steps before a terrible mechanical groan came from beneath them. Others in the cabin, primed for new panic, screamed, and the plane lurched downward.


    Nicole felt her heart race now. She clutched onto a nearby seat with most of her strength, sinking her fingers into the rough, carpet-like gray fabric. The cabin lights were blinking on and off, somehow mirroring the tremendous pace of her pulse.


    What was happening now? Was she too late to help?


    A passenger next to her, a scared-looking girl about her age, grabbed her arm to stop her from falling further. Nicole looked up and met the girl’s frightened gaze. Amy seized onto another passenger in front.


    Once more, the plane jolted on its path downward. Nicole recalled the flight simulator at a theme park she had once gone to. But this was real. They were going to hit the ground soon.


    Nicole tried to stand, but she felt her legs taken from underneath her.


    Suddenly, the oxygen masks released from above the heads of the passengers — the sure sign of impending disaster.


    “Everyone, get your masks on!” Nicole screamed as she stood back up.


    “What’s happening, Nix?” Amy cried.


    “I don’t know. We’re out of time.” Nicole looked down at the girl who had caught her moments earlier. “Thanks. I’m OK. I’m needed at the front,” she said calmly before holding out her hand to Amy.


    Amy nodded, but when she tried to lift her feet, the steep incline caused her to stumble down once more.


    Nicole scanned her brain for what to do. She could feel the veins in her eyes pulsating, and the room appeared redder than before.


    “Let go of the seats. We’ll fall some, but it’ll get us there faster.”


    Without hesitation, Amy released her grip on the seat and let her body slide down.


    After a second’s delay, Nicole opened her own clenching hands and felt herself fall forward toward the front of the plane. Past the business aisles they slid, all the while hearing the unmistakable moan of the plane on its descent.

  


  
    Are You Freaking Kidding Me?


    As Amy and Nicole tumbled to the front of the cabin, the off-duty pilot grabbed both girls and helped them to their feet.


    “Before you try to stop us, you need to know that we can help,” Nicole pleaded, locking eye contact with the man.


    Raymond moved his hands in a calming, up-and-down motion. “Girls, please. We got this,” he declared.


    “So what’s your brilliant plan? Storm the cockpit like a bunch of meatheads?” Amy asked.


    Raymond, getting frustrated, pointed at the cockpit door. “You got a better plan? Can you make a miracle happen here and now to fix all this?”


    Nicole nodded without hesitation. “If you can get me in that cockpit, damn right I can deliver a miracle.”


    Raymond looked at Amy as if to confirm he’d heard what he thought he’d heard. Amy pointed to Nicole enthusiastically in agreement. “She can do it.”


    Confused by Nicole’s proposition and flustered because of the lack of time, Raymond just mustered an awkward smile in return. “Fine. Whatever. That’s Plan B. But we’re doing Plan A first. Plan A is my original plan, OK? Because I don’t really feel like dying today while waiting for this miracle thing to occur. So, let us go in first. But if Plan A falls apart, I guess you can do whatever it is you need to do.”


    “Thanks,” Nicole offered, out of breath. She cast her eyes around. “Where’s Ben?”


    “Here! It’s ready!” Ben shouted, popping up from behind a seat and brandishing the printed knife.


    Amy squared herself in front of Ben, put her hand on his shoulders and spoke to him like a first-grade teacher speaking to a student. “OK. Can you use the knife? To try to unlock the door?”


    But before Ben could answer, Raymond interrupted. “Oh, I can do better than that.” He stepped forward, pushed through the group, and flicked aside a concealed panel, revealing the security-code keypad on the door.


    “Are you freaking kidding me?” Drake screamed. He grabbed Raymond and pushed him against the locked airplane serving carts. The severity of the impact caused the wall behind the carts to rattle. Everyone stepped back, shocked to hear Drake get so angry — everyone except for Amy, who let a small grin slip out. She enjoyed this primitive display of aggression, though she would never admit that to anybody. “You mean you could’ve opened the door with a code this whole time we’ve been trying to break it down?” Drake demanded.


    “Sorry. I know we’re all on the same team here,” Raymond retorted. “Look, it’s pretty clear the pilot is no longer in control. We have to act now. Also, there’s another thing you may not have noticed.” He pointed toward the window of the cabin door. “We’re not alone.”


    Outside, two fighter jets armed with several missiles visible beneath each of their wings were escorting Flight 91.


    “Raymond, enough talking. Just open the damn door before we get shot down!” Nicole urged.


    Everyone nodded and seemed to instinctively assume their roles.


    “One, two, three — go!” Nicole shouted.


    In a split second, Raymond punched in the code to the door, and Drake flung it open.


    What they encountered rushing into the cabin was one of the worst sights either of them had ever beheld. The pilot was slumped in his seat, having put up one hell of a fight before he died. Allen reeled around, his bulbous eyes glaring back at them, a crazed expression on his face. What lurked beneath wasn’t — couldn’t — be human. It was like Allen was half-man, half-zombie. Though he looked severely wounded, he wasn’t bleeding.


    Raymond reached out and grabbed for Allen, who looked half his size in this small space.


    “Idiots,” Allen spat, which seemed an odd statement from a man looking at the business end of Raymond’s fist.


    But as Raymond advanced, Allen kicked a green syringe that lay discarded at his feet. With a surprising flourish of energy, Allen easily grasped Raymond by his neck, and the off-duty pilot sank to his knees. Drake tried to help Raymond out of Allen’s vise-like grip, but the pair struggled in vain.


    Then Nicole arrived, putting Allen in a quandary. Keep his two assailants occupied, or deal with the teenage girl who had a serious expression on her face?


    This was what Nicole had been hoping for — to confuse the hijacker enough to let Raymond get control and to allow her to get in close.


    Sure enough, Drake noticed Allen’s momentary confusion and released his hand to punch him. Raymond then leapt for the control stick, but Allen was back on him in an instant. Drake made another desperate attempt to pull Raymond away, but Allen struck out with his backhand, swatting Drake down like a fly.


    Gradually, and with mammoth effort, Raymond was still able to heave back the control stick. From the cockpit window, the all-too-close ground below veered away again.


    But it was to be only a momentary comfort.


    “Nooooooooo!” Allen screamed. He clamped his hands around Raymond’s neck.


    Raymond choked his instructions to Drake, who leapt into action. Drake seized the controls, struggling to keep the plane’s course on target.


    “Keep … it … steady!” Raymond cried through desperate chokes. How was it possible for this one guy to hold back two men?


    “Step away from the flight controls, or I’ll kill him!” Allen screamed, spitting as he did.


    “Don’t let go!” Raymond shouted. His lungs were seizing up as the pressure of the hijacker’s fingers crushed his neck. It was as though Raymond knew he had to be willing to sacrifice himself.


    With the plane back on a more even keel, Nicole found she didn’t have to steady herself anymore. She simply had to focus.


    She observed Allen in his crazy, drug-induced state as he was watching the last strands of life drain out of Raymond. She thought of all the people on the plane who had put their trust in the crew to get them to Florida safely. This man, this hijacker, had no right to be there.


    She felt the hate in her heart. She would use this to Balance.


    From her pocket, she produced the black-and-white image of the newlywed Janet Hofmeier, the happy young bride so full of life, and then her groom, Ed, so proud in his best suit. She imagined this photo of Ed with a burn hole in his chest area, like an X-ray of a cancerous bulge — something that needed extracting. She could do this — she could give this part to Allen and swap it out for the health left in him. Then she could Balance that to Ed.


    The hijacker didn’t notice the freckled teenager reach out her hand and clasp it toward him. He was too busy enjoying the pain and the reddening face of the pilot who had been stupid enough to take him on, while also attempting to stab the hulking teen. He didn’t see how tightly she had shut her eyelids, nor how she was concentrating so hard that she felt like her head would burst.


    Nicole conjured the horrible cancerous mass in Ed and imagined it appearing in her palm. She felt its weight, and its disease. The astonishing pain arrived. This, then, was how it felt to experience lung cancer. It was terrible, agonizing — even held like this, away from her body. How could Ed stand it? She could barely breathe. After taking a moment, Nicole opened her hands and released it all into Allen Kreschkensky.


    Raymond felt the hijacker’s fingers loosen from around his neck, and with a gasp of air, he saw his assailant buckle over and begin to wheeze.


    “Raymond, now!” Drake cried. He dragged Allen off the pilot’s seat and out of the cockpit. Raymond took control.


    The plane emitted a wheeze of its own as it pulled up and out of harm’s way.


    There was no time to lose, and Raymond knew his first priority.


    “Orlando, this is Flight 91. We have resumed control of the aircraft. Repeat. Friendlies have control of the aircraft!” Raymond shouted.


    After a few tense seconds, one of the fighter jets pulled along the side of the cockpit so Raymond could see the fighter pilot. He then gave Raymond a quick salute, and a visible thumbs-up.


    Nicole had done it.


    With her adrenaline now ebbing, Nicole felt her knees shaking a little beneath her. She took a few unsteady steps as she supported herself out of the cockpit and into the cabin. She and Ben shared a moment of relieved eye contact.


    The ding of the PA system sounded across the cabin, and the pilot’s grin was audible as he spoke.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls — this is your new captain speaking. My name is Captain Raymond, and I’m one of the good guys. This plane is back under control. We got him!” Raymond declared jubilantly.


    Massive applause and cheers erupted from the passengers. All those who moments before had been facing the prospect of certain death had now had their lives restored.


    All apart from Allen, who was struggling to breathe. Eyes still bulging, veins pumped with the malevolent chemicals that had fueled his desperate hijack attempt, he was coughing in agony as Drake manhandled him out of the cabin and onto the front row of seats.


    But it was Nicole he glared up at. He had seen the look on her face as he’d felt the rot curl into his body.


    “What have you done?” he moaned. “All I wanted was to help my family, so they wouldn’t have to worry about money again.”


    “For all these people’s lives?”


    “You’ll know when you have kids.” He gave a sickened cough then, some fluid lifting from his ailing lungs. “Now I’m gonna rot in jail.”


    “Maybe, but not for long,” Amy replied.


    Allen fixed his bulbous, almost hopeful gaze on the girls.


    “No,” Amy continued, “you’ll be dying from lung cancer. Prognosis: two to four months, tops.”


    Shock clouded Allen’s gaze. “How … ?”


    The ding from the cockpit interrupted him.


    “This is your new captain speaking again …”


    The cabin erupted once more, like a crowd at a rock concert. Nicole, Amy, Ben and Drake exchanged exhilarated but exhausted smiles.


    “Now, I do have a little good news and a little bad news. The bad news is that we’re not allowed to land at Orlando International as planned. We are being diverted to a nearby military base.” Raymond paused, letting the cabin quiet down as the passengers digested the bad news.


    “But the good news is, we are landing. So fasten your seatbelts and prepare for the best damn landing you’ve ever had in your life!” Raymond seemed to be relishing this moment and playing up to the crowd.


    The cabin gushed into enthusiastic cheers and whistles again. “Ray-mond! Ray-mond! Ray-mond! …”


    At the very back of Flight 91, Ed Hofmeier, coughing from too much oxygen in his suddenly healthy lungs, ripped off his mask and gave his wife a huge kiss.

  


  
    One of the Good Guys


    Nicole returned to her row, grabbed a blanket and pillow from the overhead compartment, and sank back into her seat. Now she was like any of the other passengers again and could allow herself some time to relax. She felt the landing gear detach beneath her and listened to the customary dings from the cockpit that let the flight attendants know to buckle up. They weren’t looking too worse for the wear at first glance, though, upon closer inspection, the strain was evident on their faces.


    Nicole was just about to close her eyes when she heard a young girl singing several rows behind her. She looked in the direction of the voice and saw it was the girl who had brought her the sword earlier. She was still dressed in the same plain clothes.


    “Wondered when you were going to show up again,” Nicole whispered, more fondly than in her previous conversation with the girl. “No gifts of medieval weapons this time?”


    “You took it,” was her simple reply.


    “You’re right. I did,” Nicole said.


    The little girl smiled back and bowed before Nicole, and then she disappeared into a grassy meadow stretched out before a farmhouse in the distance.


    Comforted that she had pleased the vision, Nicole turned to watch Jason dozing softly next to her. She decided he was one of the good guys. While others around them had cowered in their seats and resigned simply to wait for whatever fate was to befall them, Jason had tried to save Jeanine. She remembered how he’d said he’d like to be a paramedic someday. How he’d visited his mom on the job and watched those fearless workers bring in people with terrible injuries. Nicole could definitely like a guy like that. He had exhibited a calm air with Jeanine that she hadn’t seen before. And for a moment, she had been a little jealous seeing Jason soothing Jeanine. She smiled and laughed to herself for a moment. Jealous?


    Just then, with the slow descent of the plane, the blanket slid off Nicole’s lap and fell softly to the floor, disturbing her stream of thought. She leaned forward to gather it up and nonchalantly peered into the gap between the seats in front of her. A boy was reading a glossy magazine that contained pages and pages about the theme park Adventure World — the architecture, the landscaping, the rides and the food. The boy kept turning the pages, looking only at the pictures and ignoring the text.


    Then Nicole’s heart froze as she saw a picture of a room with large stone walls lit only by torches.


    Stunned, a familiar feeling passed through her, and the noise of the plane dulled to a silence. She fell back almost limp in her seat. Her mind began to drift away as it had done before, and, almost immediately, a moldy stench hit her senses.


    As she opened her eyes, she was now in almost total darkness, surrounded by cold and damp stone walls. She couldn’t place the time she was in, but these were stone walls she had seen before back in the forest. Here she was, encased by them again in the dungeon.


    Then the sobbing began. Nicole knew that there was a presence behind her; she could feel her skin prickling at the closeness.


    She was standing in front of another girl.


    She turned and — to her surprise — found that the girl was laughing, not sobbing. She reached out her hand. Nicole caught a better look at her this time. Blond, petite, pretty. She was a little older than Nicole and looked a little like Jason’s friend, but she was wearing old, tattered rags.


    She couldn’t be here — could she? Not here in this room.


    “Hi,” Nicole murmured.


    “Hello.”


    As Nicole reached out to touch the girl’s hand, the girl stopped laughing, and then pulled back her hand before Nicole could clasp it.


    The girl laughed again, and Nicole suddenly realized that this was not happy laughter. It seemed hysterical, and it sent chills down Nicole’s spine.


    The fit of laughter stopped once more, and the girl moaned in an eerie, monotone voice, as if in a trance, “What you bring to others will be visited twofold on you.”


    “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”


    In the blink of an eye, the girl appeared to Nicole’s left side and whispered, “Bring hope to others.” Then, no more than a second later, she had disappeared and reappeared at Nicole’s right side. The girl’s face had morphed into that of an angry woman, looming over Nicole and screaming in her ear, “Take hope away!”


    Nicole stumbled, attempting to take another step closer to the wall to steady herself. But her legs were shaking with fear, like that time in the forest, and the pain returned to her wounded thigh. It was immense, searing, overwhelming.


    Suddenly, she collapsed, and everything went black.


    “Nicole?”


    Nicole roused and rubbed her tear-filled eyes. Her bright surroundings brought relief. She was back on the plane again. It was Jason, nudging her shoulder.


    “Wow, that was creepy. I liked the little French girl better.”


    “French girl? Are you all right?”


    A little shaken, Nicole paused for a moment to allow the confusion to subside, and to get acclimated to her real surroundings — the familiar gray and red stripes, the passengers.


    “I’m OK. I think I was having a bad dream or something.”


    Ding.


    “This is your captain speaking. It has truly been an honor and a privilege to be your pilot. And please don’t take this the wrong way, but I hope we never have to do this together again. As you may have noticed, we have landed safely, and as soon as we can get some stairs up to the plane, I’ll release the cabin doors and we can all get off. Welcome to Patrick Air Force Base!”


    They had survived. The applause was thunderous, and Nicole lifted her hands to join in the elation.


    Jason, applauding as well, smiled at Nicole. The warm glow of his face was back. Once more they locked glances, united for a moment with their hands and their eyes. They started to kiss, but the moment didn’t last long, as a hand soon zoomed into view. It was followed by Amy’s grinning face.


    A little embarrassed, Jason excused himself. Nicole half-heartedly tried to include him, but he encouraged her to enjoy the moment with her friends.


    “Go team Balancer!” Amy yelled.


    Together, Nicole, Amy, Drake and, with prompting, Ben (who had run up from Jason’s old seat) shared triumphant high-fives. They had made it, against all the odds.


    As they waited for the cabin doors to open, Nicole leaned forward and nudged the boy in the seat in front of her. He turned around.


    “Hey!”


    “Hey, yourself,” Nicole tried, with a perky tone she had seen work with Amy’s little brother, Troy.


    “I’ll swap you that magazine for a bag of candy.”


    The boy seemed to consider this. His mom had other ideas.


    She lifted the magazine from her son’s hands.


    “Given what you just did, you and your friends can have anything you want. You’re all brave.” The boy’s mom handed the Adventure World magazine to Nicole, and she kept eye contact for a few moments before releasing it. Her kindness — and perhaps even admiration — was a welcome relief after the dungeon girl’s admonishing.


    “Think I went to Adventure World a few years back,” Jason said, interrupting Nicole’s wandering thoughts. “It’s a pretty fun place. Maybe we could go sometime?”


    The lights of the cabin flickered, and Nicole heard the sound of the cabin door opening. But instead of the bustling of passengers rushing toward the front of the plane, a sudden, solemn silence fell over everyone. The people around Nicole stood in unison, and a few passengers bowed their heads while a girl a few rows up ahead appeared to be saying a prayer.


    Several Air Force officers and medical personnel had boarded the plane and were respectfully tending to the bodies of the pilot and second officer.


    Why did some have to die in order for others to live?


    Although the front and rear doors of the aircraft had now been opened, not a single person moved toward the exits until the soldiers had removed the fallen from the front of the cabin. After the soldiers had loaded the bodies into the waiting medical vans and the doors to the vans were closed, everyone seemed to exhale collectively.


    Slowly, the volume of life turned up, as people resumed the process of gathering their things and preparing to deplane.


    Nicole’s mind was full — overwhelmed with the hijacking events and with what had felt like some kind of flashback just then. She was having trouble speaking, and she could read confusion over that on Jason’s face. The only thing she was sure about was that she wanted to see him again.


    But before she could say this, Amy cut in.


    “I would say,” Amy started, “that we all deserve a little fun right about now.”


    “Sure,” Nicole smiled. She was wondering how things would work out now that they’d landed. She knew her dad was probably back at Orlando International Airport given that it had been their original destination, so he wouldn’t be waiting on the outside.


    “Ahhhhhhhhhh!” Amy screamed in false agony as she punched Ben in the arm.


    It was a pretty hard hit, and it made Ben wince a little. “Ow. What was that for?”


    “That’s for making us get rid of our phones. How long has it been? Four hours? I think that’s the longest I’ve ever been away from my phone. I think my mind is starting to melt a little.”


    “It’s not for me. It’s for her.” Ben pointed at Nicole matter-of-factly. “The government can trace us with those phones. There’s no privacy. We can’t carry them.”


    “Ever?”


    “Well, just for a while, until we figure out the long-term plan for keeping Nicole safe,” Ben explained as he braced himself to get hit again.


    “I’m just messing with you, Ben. You’re right. You usually are.”


    Amy caught Ben off guard with her sudden praise. That wasn’t a feeling he was used to experiencing. “I am?”


    “Yeah.”


    Maybe the life-changing events on the plane had caused Amy’s attitude to do a 180? Amy gave Ben a quick kiss on the cheek before turning back to Drake.


    Nicole spun around to look for Jason, to say more to him, but with the airplane doors opened, her fellow passengers were now more eager than usual to deplane, and she had been separated from him. Every now and then, she caught a glimpse of his checkered shirt or a flash of his fair hair, but before she could call out to him, the crowd had pushed him out the door. Frustrated and now weary, Nicole found herself being carried along by the sea of passengers, all desperate to touch the ground they had thought they would never see again. Then, finally, the reassuring beams of daylight streamed in through the open door.


    Nicole took a deep breath and touched the plastic of the plane’s interior once more, then lifted her foot onto the ladder to walk down. She could hear sounds of joy coming from the outside. There at the top of the stairs, Nicole hesitated a bit when she saw the scene below, and a bolt of fear stabbed through her.


    Military trucks, soldiers armed with automatic weapons slung to their sides, ambulances, doctors and nurses. As she proceeded down the stairs, she caught the unmistakable sight of two blacked-out SUVs racing along a road on the outside perimeter of the base.


    The feds. They were here.

  


  
    Which Is It? Sick or Dying?


    Bishop eased back in the passenger seat of the SUV, his elbow encroaching on his fellow traveler’s space. A sudden twitch, and some dislodged papers fell to the floor.


    “Excuse me,” he apologized coldly.


    Velasquez glanced up from her tablet and flashed Bishop a cursory smile, then, without moving her eyes from the text, picked up the papers near her ankles and replaced them in the file.


    Velasquez pushed a small strand of hair behind her ears and closed her tablet with a sigh.


    “It just landed.”


    Bishop was frustrated. In his chess move, he had anticipated Flight 91 landing at Orlando, and so his PRESS team had been waiting at the wrong airport. He’d had to reroute the entire team to Patrick Air Force Base.


    He clenched his fists and sat forward.


    “Look, can you get us in there any faster? It feels like we’re just driving around,” he said to the driver.


    “We’re almost there,” Velasquez said reassuringly, though Bishop could see she was already packing away her files, preparing to make a run for it.


    The SUV continued at speeds well above the posted 25-mph limit, but Bishop doubted it would be enough.


    PRESS had briefed the guards at the security gates of the base to expect the two agents’ arrival. As they approached, Bishop experienced a few moments of gut-wrenching tension when the gates looked to be remaining closed. Then he could see one of the soldiers stationed at the gate pick up a call, and slowly the barbed-wire gates began to open.


    “Get as close as you can to the aircraft.”


    Bishop could see it then, up ahead — the distinctive gray and red lines of the aircraft’s decal. Vehicles dogged their path, but Bishop knew Velasquez had called ahead in an attempt to make their passage as smooth as possible.


    Before the vehicle had even stopped, Bishop opened the door and clambered out. The SUV had already drawn the attention of two local federal officers. As Bishop knew from recent experience — and recognized with some degree of bitterness — he’d need to show his badge, so he flashed his wallet before speaking.


    “I need an inventory of everyone coming off this flight,” Bishop commanded.


    “We’re taking it as standard protocol, sir. First, we triage all passengers through a med tent set up in the hangar nearby to check for injuries. The hijacker, he’s …”


    “In a minute. Get me a detailed list of everyone treated in the hangar and their ailments. Injuries, wounds — anything. Whether it’s related to the incident or not. Nobody leaves this base without my approval. Understood?”


    “Understood. Now, sir, I think you’ll want to see the hijacker.”


    “What’s happened?” Velasquez cut in, with the merest of side-glances Bishop’s way to acknowledge her subordination.


    “He’s sick. Actually, he may be dying,” the local federal officer theorized.


    “Well, which is it? Is he sick or is he dying?” Bishop demanded in a condescending tone.


    Bishop and Velasquez followed the officers toward the makeshift triage hospital in the hangar that, minutes earlier, had been cleared of its aircraft and equipment to make way for any casualties. They scanned the crowd for any sign of Nicole as they walked through.


    One of the officers took a call on his walkie-talkie. “Quickly,” he then shouted to both agents as he turned toward the far corner of the hangar and broke into a run.


    Unsure what they were running for but spurred ahead by the urgency, Bishop did as instructed.


    Weaving in and out of officials, police and medical crew as fast as they could, he and Velasquez eventually arrived at a gurney in the corner. The gray-haired man lying on it and covered with tubes and wires looked drawn and deathly pale.


    “Who is this?”


    “The hijacker, sir.”


    Velasquez’s confused face said it all. The man had hollowed cheeks and a gaunt, dead-eyed stare as he lay limp on the gurney. How could this weak man be capable of hijacking an aircraft? He didn’t even look like he could walk a block without collapsing.


    “Clear!” the doctor shouted, and the trained staff stood back, allowing the physician to plunge his defibrillator paddles down hard on Allen Kreschkensky’s chest. The paddles created a massive impulse that arched the hijacker’s ailing body.


    All awaited the following few seconds with baited breath as the monitor continued to flatline.


    “Again, clear.”


    Bishop winced — he always did when he saw the controlled medical violence of those paddles.


    The second pulse worked, and the monitor sparked to life.


    “Cardiac arrest, sir,” reported one of the doctors. “Bloods show hematology and high T cell count. He’s dying.”


    “Dying? What of?” Velasquez’s concern echoed the doctor’s.


    “Early tests show fast-onset lung cancer.”


    “But that can’t be right. We don’t have a record of that.”


    Bishop exchanged looks with the young agent.


    “It’s not impossible.” He turned to a nearby federal agent. “Have you found Nicole Aaronson?”


    “No sign as of yet, sir.”


    The two federal officers looked at each other, unsure why Bishop seemed obsessed with a teenage girl who had no prior criminal background.


    “I’ve submitted a shoot-to-kill policy on the Aaronson girl. If she resists arrest.”


    “Sir!” Velasquez protested. “We have no evidence of her involvement in this.”


    “Look at this man,” Bishop fired back. I saw your file on Kreschkensky — the still photos from airport security. When that man got on that plane, he had meat on his bones. See him now? There is only one person I know of who can suck the life out of a man, and that person is Nicole Aaronson.”


    “She saved the plane!”


    “You don’t know what else she may have done up there. I cannot have a supernatural teenager with a God complex roaming around.”


    “You are taking my words in vain.”


    “We cannot allow it, Velasquez. If I am right, this girl has tremendous powers. She’s killed an agent — my partner, if you haven’t forgotten. And what’s next? One day she’s going to do something while she’s meaning well that will amount to a big mistake for someone else. Maybe for lots of people. In my book, that makes her dangerous.”


    Bishop stopped his impassioned speech, aware that the federal officers were watching him and Velasquez argue with a mixture of surprise and amusement.


    “Of course, we’d prefer to have her alive.” He turned to the officers. “But if you engage her, and you feel anything uncomfortable — any sudden pain you can’t explain — don’t hesitate. Shoot to kill. You have your orders.”


    “Agent Bishop,” the taller one began. Bishop took note of the officers exchanging glances, and his impatience got the better of him.


    “Listen, by all means, make your calls. But it’ll amount to the same. You follow my orders, or I’ll have you punished for gross insubordination. Understood?”


    As if to underline Bishop’s statement, Velasquez grabbed the clipboard the federal officer was holding and marched toward the front of the passenger manifest queue. Without looking back, Bishop followed her.

  


  
    Listen to Me If You Want to Live


    “Keep your head low,” Drake hissed.


    “No, don’t. Chin up, Nix. She needs to look like she hasn’t done anything wrong,” Amy cut in.


    “Well, for the record, that would be true!” Nicole shot back.


    “It doesn’t matter what you look like. They know you’re here based on the flight manifest,” Ben chipped in. “Unless you’ve learned some other power. Teleportation would be nice about now.”


    Nicole uttered a curse under her breath. They were standing in line for the mandatory medical tests. The waiting was maddening. Scores of other passengers were also growing impatient as members of the small medical crew stationed in the makeshift tents did their best to triage passengers. Nicole’s one saving grace was that the cluster of other high schoolers who had been on the plane made blending in and remaining unnoticed far easier.


    The line lurched forward. As they drew nearer and nearer to the front, tensions rose among the four friends.


    “We need to find out which list they’re working from,” Ben remarked. He glanced around for a moment, then decisively headed away toward the tent.


    “Nix, look!” Amy pointed.


    Sure enough, in the distance, a National Transportation and Safety Board Jeep was drawing up. Nicole had seen it try to enter the compound a few minutes before, and her hopes had been growing, but the vehicle had apparently run into some trouble at the security gates.


    Then she saw it was her dad.


    She raised a hand to wave, but quick-thinking Amy held it down.


    “Stay low now. There might be trouble.”


    Nicole’s nervousness seized her, and like an excited little girl, she bounced on the spot she was standing on for a few moments. Her dad’s silhouette was unmistakable, and she could see his old aviators glinting in the light. She was so close to him now — and yet so far.


    “We’ll have to wait it out. We can’t get out of line,” Drake said.


    “But he’s got a pass. He just has to show it and then we can get away.” Nicole whined.


    “He’s got a pass for him. Just think for a second, will you Nicole?” Drake was getting irritated.


    Just then, the line moved forward again, and Nicole’s heart sank. She could see she was only three or four people away from the person conducting the interviews. Once there, she would have to give her name, and if the feds had put out a search warrant for her, that would be it, dad or no dad.


    “Chances are they’ll just be looking for you at this stage.” Drake surmised.


    “What do we do?” Nicole said, almost pleading with the air. She could see her dad waiting in the driver’s seat of his vehicle. He would know the trouble she was in. One way or another, her mom would’ve gotten an explanation to him. Nicole was so close to freedom now, but the swarming feds had her trapped.


    Suddenly she felt an arm on her shoulder, and she caught the briefest of whiffs of his scent. The butterflies fluttered in.


    “Jason.”


    “Listen to me if you want to live.”


    “Sorry?”


    “It’s a quote. The Terminator.”


    Nicole found him charming, as always. “Isn’t it, ‘Come with me if you want to live’?”


    Jason thought about it, blushed and then shrugged. “Oh, you know what I mean. It was the intention behind it that I was going for. Let’s swap,” Jason said. “We’ll take your place.”


    “What?”


    Jason gazed his calm blue eyes down at her. For a moment, the panic fell away, like a wave surging back out from the shore. Nicole’s mind was racing now, and Jason didn’t appear to be finished.


    “Look, I overheard some of those overdressed agents fighting about you and saying your name over and over again. I know you’re in some kind of trouble, so let me help you. It’ll be fun.”


    He offered her one of his little side-grins, and Nicole felt more alive.


    “Stay back a little and try to separate from the crowd. We’ll buy you some time.” Jason had a smile in his eyes.


    Nicole looked up at him then. He reached out and caught a stray strand of hair that had fallen in her eyes, and then some kind of force overtook her and guided her forward. Jason met her halfway.


    The kiss held them in joint magic. The light shimmered in Nicole once more as she and Jason held a tight embrace. Nicole felt herself floating off the ground. This was disorienting, but in a good way.


    “Nix … Nix!” Amy’s voice was full of regret at having to interrupt.


    Nicole opened her eyes to see just the merest flash of blue, and then Jason stepped away.


    “You have to go now,” he said with urgency.


    Nicole nodded, still lightheaded from the whole experience of being transported to a better place a few seconds earlier. She felt Amy’s hand guiding her arm as Jason and his non-girlfriend took their places.


    They had reached the front of the line.


    Nicole could see the clipboards with a list of names and a soldier registering passengers and rating their needs on the pages.


    “Name, please?” the soldier asked.


    “Nicolas Aaronson.”


    “Nicolas Aaronson,” the soldier repeated as he scanned down the page. “Nicole Aaronson?”


    “That’s gotta be a typo. I’m Nicolas Aaronson.”


    “Must be a typo. You don’t look like a Nicole. Are you OK? You sure do have a lot of blood on you, young man.”


    “It’s not mine. I was helping one of the crew.”


    The medic motioned for Jason to follow him over to a temporary examination room, which wasn’t much more than a bed surrounded by white fabric dividing walls on wheels on the concrete hangar floor. Jason could see Nicole look back at him just before he lost sight of her behind the white walls.


    Nicole, Amy, Ben and Drake were slowly inching their way to the back of the line, hoping for a good moment to slip away to Nicole’s dad in the awaiting Jeep. Then, out of nowhere, a great clamor in the far corner of the hangar grabbed the attention of the medics. Everybody raised their heads to look in that direction. Someone was flatlining. It was the hijacker.


    “Now!” Amy whispered.


    They moved in the opposite direction of the incoming group of doctors, and used the temporary chaos as a cover to head toward her dad’s Jeep — to safety.


    Every one of Nicole’s footsteps weighed her down and pounded the desperate beat to what she hoped would be an escape. She could hear the clamor still rising behind her, the shouts of medics being pushed to the limits of their expertise.


    Soon, her heartbeat was the loudest noise of all. They had to tread the delicate balance of maintaining a quick enough pace to get away from the throng, but also not rushing and drawing attention to their hasty departure.


    Every now and then, Nicole looked up at Amy, seeking in her face some reassurance that they were going in the right direction. Amy’s expression was focused and determined, though Nicole noticed that her hand was clasped in Drake’s. She wished for Jason’s arms around her again, guiding her.


    Nicole had begun to get into a groove of watching her feet on the tarmac when she heard her name.


    She glanced up, and realized she was closer to the Jeep than she thought.


    “Mouse!”


    Her dad’s face crumpled into a happy, relieved grin. Soon, she was in the familiar arms of her beloved father. She felt him squeeze her.


    What happened in the next few minutes was a blur.


    Nicole felt the acceleration and then the braking of the vehicle. They came to the gates, and she thought she heard the soldier on guard ask for ID. Her father replied that they had all been checked and needed to go to the NTSB for further questioning.


    A further wait, and then Nicole’s dad left the car to make a call. In those moments, she registered the fear and trepidation on Amy’s face. She could see her father’s frown in the distance as he put in a call and then handed his phone to the guard.


    She thought she heard him say “colonel” and reiterate his instruction, more tersely than the first time.


    Finally, when Nicole had almost given up hope of getting out of there, her dad returned to the car.


    No one uttered another word.


    Then the gates unlocked and opened.


    The Jeep took advantage of this free passage out of the base, speeding past a long line of news trucks and reporters set up along the outside perimeter of the base.


    Behind them, back in the triage tent, Jason awaited the medic’s return, which gave him precious moments to fasten his shirt again, concealing the two deep wounds to his sides.

  


  
    Take Hope Away


    The last 20 or so miles had whizzed by, and Nicole found herself zoning out to the rock music her dad had put on in the car. The chat had died down after the first five minutes, and the adrenaline had ebbed away from all the friends, leaving in its place the achy residue of tired limbs and exhausted hearts.


    It didn’t help that Nicole was squished in the back of the Jeep alongside Amy and Drake. She had been grateful for the window so she could stare out and away from their affectionate cuddling and fond whispers.


    The beaches and busy shops had given way to long stretches of straight coastal road that ran alongside the woods, oceans and marshes near Vero Beach. Rows of one-story vacation homes, one after the other, sped by. Some were empty for the season. Other homes were alive with families playing, swimming, and having cookouts.


    Every few minutes, the ocean would glitter out to the side of them. It spoke of a simpler time, when Nicole had played in those waters and ran down those stretches of sand. Holidays and happiness. She let out an inadvertent sigh at a life she might never experience again.


    Her dad caught her eye in the overhead mirror.


    “OK, Mouse?”


    Nicole shrugged.


    “How far now?” she asked, trying to distract herself from her rising emotion by posing a banal question. Her dad noticed it, of course, but thought better of trying to press the issue.


    “Not so long.”


    Nicole nodded and returned to staring out the window. In her peripheral vision, she could see that her dad’s eyes rested on her a little longer. He was anxious, and he had every right to be.


    A police car zoomed by, jolting Nicole back to her fragile reality. She couldn’t have known it at the time, but the hijacked airplane was safer for her than being anywhere out here. They had passed countless cameras at intersections, gas stations and shopping plazas. The government would be scanning all of them in a few hours, collecting data and analyzing the information to track her path.


    This frustrated her, and she felt the anger curl her fingers into fists. She had saved a whole plane, and they were still trying to hunt her down like a dangerous criminal. The government should be bowing down and thanking her. What did she have to do to prove she meant no harm? How long before their suspicion would leak into her own sense of what she was capable of?


    She was reminded of the witch hunts she’d read about in history class —wizened women of long ago who had been suspected of being witches and casting spells. The mobs would round them up and take them to the local lake, where the purported witches were then dunked in the body of water. If a woman drowned, she would prove herself innocent of the crime of witchcraft. If she floated, she would prove herself to be a witch, and then the mob would burn her at the stake. It was a lose-lose situation, a bit like the one Nicole now found herself in. If she had let the plane crash, who knew what the hijacker would have done? Damned if she did, damned if she didn’t.


    Nicole felt a chill crawl down her spine as she recalled the dungeon girl and her ugly, embittered expression.


    Take hope away.


    Nicole felt the car slow, and she pulled herself up and out of her dark thoughts. They had arrived. Nicole leaned across and nudged Amy, who had fallen asleep on Drake’s shoulder. She jumped, head-butting him by accident.


    “Thanks,” Drake muttered, rubbing his temple.


    The Jeep had come to a stop on a nondescript stretch of road surrounded by swamp on one side and open public beaches on the other. Her dad got out.


    Amy surveyed the area. “You’re leaving us here?”


    Easing herself out of the passenger door, Nicole watched her dad turn around. She knew he was tolerant of Amy’s loud personality. Before replying, he pressed a few buttons on his watch. The display changed to 5:00. Beep, beep.


    “Yes, Amy. Though I don’t blame you for not being thrilled.” He gave Nicole a weak smile. “The thing is, as much as every fiber of my being wants to keep you all with me, it’s impossible right now. You saw how it was at the gates. I am calling in every favor I have just to keep the FBI a step behind us. So it might look boring, but this is exactly where you need to be.”


    Amy was blindsided. Nicole’s dad would usually goof around with her, engaging in at least a few rounds of verbal banter. She wasn’t used to this more serious and direct tone.


    “Aside from the fact that you’re leaving us smack in the middle of a long stretch of shoreline surrounded by nothing but vacation homes, what are we supposed to do? Vacation our way out? Go hunting for sea turtle nests?”


    “All right, Amy. I’ll play your game. Did you see any cameras recently?”


    Amy shrugged.


    “I’ve left you at a security blackspot. The community around here has its own system in place, so it’ll take a lot longer for the feds to get footage here. Take it from me: This will be the best head start you can get. There are some food trucks a few blocks away. You can get something to eat there. And there’s a popular surf spot for the locals nearby also. Head there.” He began handing out bundles of $20 bills to each of them. “Remember, the more you blend in, the less likely that they’ll be able to find you. Go where there are always other teens like yourselves. And don’t attract attention.” On that last statement, he smiled and pointed at Amy.


    Amy saluted back. “Yes, sir! No fun. Got it.”


    “Dad, where should we spend the night?”


    “None of you are old enough to get a hotel room, but there’s a store up by the trucks that sells camping gear. I phoned ahead and made sure they had at least two tents and some basic equipment.”


    “Oh, great!” Amy exclaimed, clasping the sides of her head. “Oh, how I love camping.”


    Nicole understood her dad’s intentions then — he didn’t want to know anything about their plans so that he could easily deny knowledge if questioned.


    “And these are for you.” From the trunk, he produced four pay-per-use cell phones. “Don’t get excited now — it’s a basic model without GPS. Use these as little as possible. Even without GPS, it still gives away your approximate location whenever the phone is on. Give the feds as little tracking information as possible.”


    “Old-school!” Drake remarked, grabbing a phone.


    “Nicole, remember that two-story fast food place in Orlando on International Drive? It’s always packed with tourists and has an arcade on the second floor?”


    Nicole nodded. “Sure, that place is great!”


    “Good. I’ll meet you there tomorrow at 6 p.m. It should be packed with the dinner crowd. If anything feels wrong, just walk away, and we’ll try again the following day, but an hour later. Don’t write down our meeting place or rendezvous time anywhere or ever say it on the phone. Even if I tell you to meet me somewhere else, just play along.”


    “Why?” Amy asked.


    Ben cut in with his best impression of the receptionist Roz from Monsters, Inc. “I’m always watching you, Nicole. Always watching.”


    Nicole’s dad took the point. “Exactly. Assume the government records everything you ever say on those phones. Assume every time you are in public, someone may be watching you.”


    His watch alarm started to sound. Beep, beep, beep, beep. He looked at the display and saw that it read 0:00. For a brief moment, he looked like he might be getting choked up, but in the blink of an eye, he had regained his composure and finished his spiel. “Look, these guys … These guys aren’t playing. They seriously want to take Nicole, and I need you guys to stay safe.”


    He put his arms around Nicole and gave her a huge bearhug along with a quick peck on the top of her head.


    “Dad, I’m scared.” Nicole dropped her guard as tears started to drip down her cheeks. “I didn’t do anything wrong. But I feel like I’m guilty of everything. Like I’m a bad person.”


    While embracing her, he whispered a message just for Nicole. “Honey, it’s OK. It’s gonna be all right. You’re a good person. You did nothing wrong. And you heard my phone call earlier. I’ve got some ex-military friends all around the government. So when you see me next, I’ll have help with me. I’m finding people who can keep you safe. Don’t worry, Mouse.”


    Nicole closed her eyes and nodded. She trusted him, but she also didn’t want to let him go.


    “Don’t leave … yet.”


    “I’m sorry.” Her dad’s voice was starting to shake from the emotional goodbye. “I wish I could stay more than a few minutes, but I have to leave. When they review the tapes, they’ll wonder what happened to my car if I’m off camera too long.”


    Nicole held her father closer. “Please don’t go.”


    “I have to.” He unwrapped Nicole’s hands and held them in front of him. “I have to drive off and try to lead them astray for a while and give them some Jeep sightings to keep them busy. But it won’t be long. We’ll see each other at the fast food place tomorrow. It’s just one more day.” He then gave Nicole one last kiss on her head, climbed into the Jeep, shifted it into gear, and raced away from them.


    Nicole knew she had to turn around and move off now. Disappear with the others. Yet she couldn’t help but watch her dad’s Jeep as it sped off. She stood there until the small cloud of dust the Jeep left behind had vanished completely. Amy moved next to Nicole and put a reassuring arm around her.


    They were on their own.

  


  
    Rock-Climbing Accident


    “One more time for us please, Jason. My colleague is getting a little forgetful in his old age,” Velasquez added, a kind of jab at Bishop. She clicked the top of her pen, uncrossed and then crossed her legs, and sat alert, ready to take notes.


    Bishop remained unmoved and unamused. He might have to question her methods later, but for now, he suspected Velasquez was playing good cop to the boy, and it was working.


    “It was from a rock-climbing accident.”


    “Was it Seneca Rocks in West Virginia?”


    “Yeah, and it was a while ago. It never healed properly. When I went to the front of the plane, I must’ve snagged it and reopened the wound when … Drake and I were trying to break through the cockpit door.”


    Velasquez held open Jason’s shirt. She studied the long cuts, which had begun to heal over but still had the rawness of a recent injury to them. She prodded one with the end of her pen, and the boy winced.


    “Sorry.”


    “It’s the truth. What else can I tell you?”


    “Well, let’s see.” Bishop sat forward to make his presence known. “You told our colleague your name was Nicolas Aaronson. When they questioned you, you lied to a federal agent. That’s a felony. Were you covering for her?”


    Jason became sullen again.


    “Let me jog your memory.” Bishop held up a photograph of Nicole. It was recent; her mom had provided it. Bishop thought he saw a glint in Jason’s eyes when he looked at the picture. Velasquez saw it too.


    “Like her, huh?” Velasquez asked. She took the picture and examined it. “Pretty.”


    Jason shrugged. “Both our moms are doctors, so we had some stuff in common.”


    “Other passengers told us you were pretty cozy together. In fact, weren’t you both in the thick of it, helping people?”


    “Sure. I learned first aid in Scouts. And, like I said, my mom’s a doctor, so she taught me a few things. It’s the least I could do.” Jason rubbed his face.


    “A regular hero,” Bishop remarked.


    Jason gave the agent a blank look.


    “She do anything weird or unusual while she was on the plane?” Velasquez asked, flicking through the file of passenger statements. So far, the agents had gleaned that two guys had stormed the cockpit, followed by Nicole. One of them was an off-duty pilot, and the other, Drake Jennings, a senator’s son. Bishop had separately commented on how good that was going to look for the senator’s ratings, but Velasquez didn’t doubt for a second that it had been genuine good nature on the boy’s part.


    Fortunately for PRESS, a passenger had used her smartphone to film most of the events surrounding the hijacking. Bishop and Velasquez had sat back and watched the video footage unfold, certain they’d collect more clues. But there were none. All they could discern was that Nicole had disappeared into the cockpit after Drake and the pilot had gained entry.


    “Look, I was up front with her, helping the flight attendant earlier, but after I was sure she was OK, I went back to my seat. I felt a little sick.”


    “Did you think it was in any way odd that a teenage girl thought she could be of use up there?” Velasquez asked.


    “I don’t know. I was just hoping we wouldn’t die up there.”


    “Did you get her number?” Velasquez’s change of tack floored Jason. He gave her an inscrutable look.


    “What, you people don’t have it?”


    “She wasn’t asking that,” Bishop interjected belligerently.


    “I figured I could find her on Facebook,” Jason said, shrugging.


    “Good luck with that,” Bishop muttered under his breath.


    “You haven’t arranged to meet again?”


    “No. Not really. Everything happened so quickly afterward.”


    “Raymond Turner, the pilot, mentioned that Nicole was doing something strange with her hands in the cockpit. Know anything about that?”


    “No,” Jason replied, perhaps too quickly.


    Bishop felt Velasquez tense up a little. Her pen-clicking stopped.


    “I can see the blood on your shirt, Jason,” Velasquez said. “You’ve been bleeding recently. Did she heal those cuts for you?”


    “No. What are you saying?” Jason’s voice was rising from irritation. “Look, some of the blood is probably from helping the injured flight attendant, or the second officer, or even the hijacker. There was just a lot of blood. Why can’t you people get that through your thick heads?”


    Jason stood up from his chair. “I don’t understand what you’re getting at. These are pretty weird questions. You said you wanted to talk about the flight attendant and Nicole, and I’ve answered your questions to the best of my ability, given the circumstances. Shouldn’t you have to read me my Miranda rights? I know I’m entitled to speak to a lawyer.”


    “Jason, please, sit down,” Velasquez said in a steely tone. She rose to meet his eye level.


    “Plus,” Jason continued, undeterred, “I’ve been involved in a traumatic hijacking, and I would really like to go see my dad and stepmom, because they’re waiting for me.”


    Jason was eyeballing Velasquez now, and she didn’t look like she was about to back down. Bishop resolved to give them 30 more seconds before intervening.


    “I have my rights,” Jason said to the silent agents.


    Velasquez observed him casually for a moment, then clicked her pen again and sat back down, as though Jason weren’t even there any longer, towering over her.


    “Jason, you just got way too defensive with us, and I’ll be honest in saying I’m a little concerned about that,” Velasquez said. “I’m sorry — you’re going to have to come with us.”


    “No!”


    Ignoring Jason’s panic, she gestured to two of the local agents and handed Bishop her clipboard.


    “See you back at the jet.”


    Bishop watched her go. She was right to assume a connection between Nicole and the boy, Bishop thought, but what that connection was, he couldn’t fathom just yet. There was still something valuable here, however. If Nicole had cared enough about Jason to heal him, the boy could be a powerful bargaining chip. Right now, Bishop needed anything he could get.

  


  
    That Guy’s a Jerk


    The guy with the colorful surfboard and black wetsuit had caught Nicole’s eye a few times over the past hour. He was pretty cute — not on Jason’s level, but he kept glancing over, and it was helping lighten Nicole’s mood.


    In the past, she would have noticed him and then felt the paralysis of shyness root her eyes into the ground in the hope he wouldn’t look again. Now Nicole offered a little smile back at him.


    The public beach had a few concrete maintenance buildings dotting the small parking area, along with a public restroom with stalls and a basic shower. Each of the buildings was covered with dark blue graffiti. Nicole and Ben had been sitting in the sunshine on the curb. Amy and Drake had made their excuses and were off, likely making out somewhere. Nicole was sensing that the beach was not Ben’s natural habitat. With Internet access absent, he could only twiddle his thumbs and look uncomfortable.


    She glanced up at the surfer again and swept a stray hair from her eyes with a flirty little smile. As he turned and laughed with his friend and carried his board up and off the ramp, it occurred to Nicole that any one of those surfers could be an undercover agent. How could she be so paranoid? It was like a stab to her stomach. Was this what it was going to be like from now on? Looking over her shoulder every so often, unable to make new friends for fear of who they really were? Jason appeared trustworthy enough. He’d covered for her. So what the hell was she doing flirting with some other boy?


    “Wanna grab something from the food truck?”


    “Sure,” Ben replied, relieved to get a break from watching the surfers ride back and forth on the distant waves like hamsters on a wheel.


    They walked in silence to the nearby food truck. Small talk was difficult after the extreme circumstances they’d just experienced.


    They passed an extinct-looking phone booth — something they didn’t even have around Washington, D.C., anymore. Ben saw an overused phone book and seized his chance.


    “Bingo! Let me look something up, and I’ll catch up to you.”


    Nicole watched him go, remarking to herself on her friend’s precociousness. Ben would take any opportunity to research anything. She was lucky to have him along.


    She leaned on the food truck and ordered two hot dogs — easy on the onion for her, and, for Ben, one crammed with everything, as she knew he liked it.


    She took a moment to try to soak in the view of the ocean, but she couldn’t concentrate. The first time she heard the hissing tones of some guy getting angry, she ignored it. But as the person became more determined in his fight, his volume increased. The sound of it raised the hairs on the back of Nicole’s neck.


    When Nicole looked up, the sight was unsettling.


    It was the surfer she had just seen before, except with his board gone. Now he was almost dragging his girlfriend away from the beach, toward the parking lot. She was pretty, with wavy, fair hair and a sweet, sad-looking face. She had a bruise on her left cheekbone, and when Nicole glanced down at the hole in the girl’s jeans, she could see an older, already-yellowing bruise on her thigh. She concluded this wasn’t the first time the girl had been dragged along a street.


    The girl stopped in her tracks then, refusing to go any further.


    “No,” Nicole heard her say.


    “I said get back to the car! We’re leaving now!” the surfer replied.


    The girl stood firmly to the spot and shook her head, though she couldn’t quite make eye contact with him.


    “Hey!” Nicole called out, attuned to the danger of the situation. “You OK?”


    The man turned his angry eyes toward Nicole, but as if a sudden magic spell had hit him, his face immediately became friendly.


    “Hey, no worries, honey. She’s just had a bit too much sun.”


    “I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to her,” Nicole reiterated. She locked eyes with the girl. “Do you need help?”


    “Sure, sure. You girls all stick together. I said she’s OK. Now run along and mind your own business,” the surfer said condescendingly to Nicole.


    The girlfriend now had her arms folded and was staring at the ground. Nicole noticed that she was shivering. The poor girl was so afraid of this man that her body was shaking just at the thought of standing up to him. He wouldn’t do anything now, but later he’d make her pay for this little episode, Nicole thought.


    Nicole felt a hand on her arm and jumped. It was Amy.


    “I see Ben’s working on his homework.”


    “Hm?” Nicole tore her gaze away.


    Then Amy noticed what Nicole had been looking at. “That guy’s a jerk.”


    Nicole nodded. As the food truck cook handed across the dogs, Amy let out a hungry growl and grabbed Ben’s.


    “The works! Just how I like it.”


    She munched it with pleasure, waving at Ben as she ate his food.


    With the girl now giving in, Nicole noticed the boyfriend grabbing the top of her arm and towing her forward with enough force to lift her feet off the ground.


    That was enough.


    Nicole took a bite of her hot dog and set it down beside her. She remembered the warmth in the guy’s eyes as he’d carried his board, and then how she’d seen them turn so cold. She could understand how this guy’s cuteness could sucker someone in. And then after the rage came and he’d lashed out at his girlfriend, the charm and sweetness that would follow would seemingly make up for those times. Nicole hadn’t been watching the girl for long, but she could sense she wanted to be brave. Despite the bruises and the fear, she wasn’t intending to go along with this man anymore. She had put her foot down, and Nicole admired that — and she was going to put a stop to this and set her free.


    Amy could see Nicole locking her gaze on the surfer, and she had a feeling this might not end well for the surfer.


    “Nicole, remember what your dad said. Don’t do anything to draw attention. Nicole, don’t do this!”


    Nicole sensed the bruises on the girl’s face and leg, and she held out her hands. She didn’t hear Amy’s cautionary words; she just recalled what it felt like to experience the force of fist on skin. She remembered it now, from in the woods with Agent Carter. A government agent turned bad, he’d wanted to hurt her, just like this guy wanted to hurt someone he should care for.


    Then, like a heavy rock slamming into her hands, Nicole felt the impact hit her, and she found herself holding the force of the man’s hands and their damaging punches.


    At that moment, the guy shoved his girlfriend again, presumably for daring to make him look stupid in front of other people. Taking her opportunity, Nicole punched out her fists and sent whatever forces had created the girl’s bruises right back to their instigator.


    From a distance, it looked like an invisible bat swung and knocked the surfer once to his face, and then delivered another crippling blow to his knees. He then collapsed on the ground and cried out in pain. A sudden bruise formed on his cheek, while the mark on the girl’s face faded to reveal her beautiful skin.


    From behind her, Nicole heard Amy let out a gasp. The guy glanced back, as if knowing Nicole had some part in what was happening. But Nicole just picked up her hot dog and took a few bites while giving her best death stare. She sipped her soda too, rattling the ice in the cup, as she liked to do.


    “Nix, what did you do?” Amy whispered.


    The surfer’s girlfriend, as stunned as he was, stood watching him. Then she did something Nicole would have never imagined.


    She knelt down and helped him up.


    “What is she doing?” Nicole gasped.


    “What? You think you’re going to save her by teaching him a lesson?” It was Drake, who’d arrived at Amy’s side as Nicole had been Balancing.


    Ben returned then, clutching a ripped page from the phone book.


    “Hey! How come you ate my food?” he shouted, grabbing back what was left of his hot dog from Amy. “And,” he continued to Nicole, “how come we’ve been hanging out in the middle of nowhere for two hours so as not to draw attention to ourselves, and then you go and do something like that?”


    “He had it coming!” Nicole protested. But with three pairs of disappointed and angry eyes bearing down on her, she realized her actions were indefensible.


    She watched after the couple — the guy staggering away from them, supported by his girlfriend.


    “How come she doesn’t leave him?” Nicole mumbled to herself. The anger that had welled in her stomach was still strong. It would be so easy for Nicole to crush the surfer like a soda can. Crush his body and make the world a better place.


    “Nicole, dial it down a little. Sometimes it’s not black and white,” Drake said. “In fact, you might need to come to terms with the fact that it’s never straightforward.” Drake moved over to block Nicole’s direct line of sight to the surfer and his girlfriend.


    “All right, all right!” Nicole blinked and shook her head, trying to stabilize her thoughts. “I hear you all. And I’m sorry, OK?” Nicole was growing a little weary of all this parental hassle from her friends.


    “Hold up. She was only trying to help,” Amy cut in. “But Ben’s right. Nothing to see here, folks. It’s been fun, but we gotta move along. So, Christopher Columbus,” Amy directed her question to Ben. “Where do we go next? My vote is for a shopping mall!”


    No one seemed to have any patience for Amy’s suggestion, serious or not.


    Nicole was busy rummaging in her bag. She pulled out the crumpled magazine and turned it to the page she had seen on the plane.


    She showed the photo of the dungeon to her friends.


    “We’re going here. Adventure World.”

  


  
    Arrrrrgh, Mateys!


    The cab had taken them through miles of marshes followed by miles of strip malls, gas stations, souvenir shops and food joints. All the while, a seemingly constant barrage of signs had pointed to Adventure World, each indicating a decreasing number of miles to the large park.


    After the cab passed through the main Adventure World sign, all the dense commercialism disappeared, replaced with views of lakes and manicured trees and gardens. It was postcard-perfect. Nicole and her friends started to get excited from the anticipation of devoting the rest of the day to the park. Transported into a world where federal agents were no longer hunting them down, they could at least pretend to be regular kids again.


    They reached the entrance of the main park, and because they’d arrived by cab, they were able to bypass many acres of parking lots, as well as the clusters of visitors lining up at the ticket booths nearest to the parking trams. They used the cash Nicole’s dad had provided to buy the best tickets — the fast-track tickets, which would let them spend more time enjoying the rides than waiting in lines.


    They walked through the security bag-check stations and turnstiles toward the large, purple-and-gold archway. The surrounding areas were bedecked with shiny stars and moons, so it felt like emerging from night into the blazing sunlight of the brilliant day. Beneath their feet, emblazoned in the paving stones, were the bright, golden words “Where Adventure Begins,” impressive as the sun hit each filament of stone.


    Nicole held her breath at the sheer scale of it all. She had heard about this place, but in person it was massive and just … awesome. In the distance stood the glittering tower, visible from every area of the park. All around, twisting roller coasters interwove with palm trees and lush greenery. The sounds of exhilarated screams and laughter and mechanical pushes and pulls echoed everywhere.


    “It’s amazing,” she whispered, grateful that she could still feel stirred by this kind of thing. That magic could co-exist with darkness.


    It was Columbus Day weekend, and they had pockets of cash and half a day to kill at the world’s best amusement park. It would be criminal not to make the most of it.


    “So, what first?” Nicole asked, unfurling the map of the park.


    “There’s so much to see!” Ben quipped. He glimpsed the amused expressions on his friends’ faces. “What? I’ve never been here before.”


    “Your parents never brought you to Adventure World? That explains a lot,” Amy snorted.


    Ben gave a side-glance. The truthful response would have gone something like, “My parents haven’t spoken to each other since I was 9, so fun and giggles in Adventure World was a bit much to hope for.”


    “I haven’t been here before either,” Nicole offered, in a way to show support for Ben. “Mom was always too busy, and when Dad came off his trips, he just wanted to be home and avoid flying.”


    Ben walked away from the group and started perusing the different souvenir carts in the vicinity.


    Then, a rare event occurred: Amy felt a little guilty for picking on Ben. “You think I hurt his feelings, Nicole?”


    “He’ll be OK. I’ll try to cheer him up.”


    Nicole studied the map, which was almost as impressive as the park itself. Different areas boasted new and exciting thrills, from the smaller, safer kiddie rides to the scary Ghost Walk, Pirate Adventure and Prehistoric Perils. She pretended to scan all the attractions in the park, but her finger would always hover over the Fountain of Youth ride a little longer than anything else. She spent several minutes examining the layout of the park, and she noticed there was only one main way in and out. A slight panic resurged, as she realized the feds could trap her in this place.


    Amy moved next to Nicole to evaluate the map. “What about Arabian Nights?”


    Ben returned then, toting a tiara, a large wig, a pirate hat and a superhero helmet. He then proceeded to put the headgear on everybody in the group. Nicole got the tiara, Amy the large wig, Drake the pirate hat, and Ben put the superhero helmet on his own head.


    “Remember what Mr. Aaronson said. We need to blend in as much as possible. These hats will help hide our faces from all the cameras, and …”


    “And will also make us look as stupid as possible?” Amy offered.


    “Amy! Your crazy hair is back!” Nicole beamed as she frizzed up Amy’s wig. Amy couldn’t help but laugh as she gave in, letting herself get into the spirit of Adventure World.


    Drake shouted out his best pirate impersonation. “Arrrrrgh, mateys!”


    “All right. You win, Ben. We’ll wear the stupid hats!” Amy landed an affectionate punch on Ben’s arm.


    “Guess we’d better split up for a couple of hours?” Amy suggested. “The feds are looking to find a group of four. If we split up, we’ll throw them off the scent. Plus, I have about a million things I want to do here today, and there is only one person who’ll put up with me for that whole crazy tour!” Amy kissed Drake and then beamed at the group.


    “Sure. Whatever.” Nicole folded her map and pushed down a momentary feeling of unhappiness. Although she wanted to stay together, she understood that splitting up made sense. “You take the west, and we’ll go east toward the Fountain of Youth.”


    Amy gasped and pointed at the large, modern-looking roller coaster. “Man, I need us to be on that ride, stat!” With that, she grabbed Drake’s hand and dragged him off.


    Nicole knew she wasn’t going to be able to hide her disappointment, but when she turned to Ben, she could see he was suppressing a smile. Maybe this was what it was like to be Ben? To always see someone picked above him? And here he was, ending up with Nicole and looking pretty happy about it.


    “So.” Ben clutched his park map as casually as he could. “What first?”


    Nicole linked her arm through Ben’s. She saw color flash to his cheeks.


    “I say we cut to the chase and get to the Fountain of Youth ride. It might take a while to find the dungeon.”


    “Sure thing. Want this?” Ben offered his map.


    “Nope, I trust you. You’re the navigator.”


    She kept her arm looped through his as they started to walk.


    Nicole watched a passing family, the little girl riding on her dad’s shoulders, dressed as a mini-pirate.


    “It’s pretty awesome, right?” Nicole asked.


    “My mom wanted to bring us, but only when I’d be old enough to remember,” Ben offered. “By the time that happened, my dad had gone off to wherever he went, so then we couldn’t afford it.”


    Nicole thought of the few vacations she had been on as a child and had taken for granted at the time, thinking everyone was able to enjoy such experiences. As she watched Ben walking along now, she realized how different they were. How Ben had always stood out in some way or another at school. He had once told her that his mom had moved them to a smaller home so he and his sister could go to the nearby public school.


    “Hey, look! We can get that train!” Ben piped up, pointing to the miniature black steam train whistling into a stop ahead of them. “If I’m right, it’ll take us straight there.”


    He broke into a run, and Nicole took up his pace. Up ahead, the train was coming to a halt at its station, and its passengers were readying themselves to get out of the open cars behind.


    The whistle blew, and the conductor waved at everybody waiting to board the train. Nicole felt the fun catch in her veins, and she began to laugh at the thrill of it — at how this contrasted with pretty much everything else that had happened recently. The run had infused energy back into her legs, and her aching limbs now felt light and nimble once more.


    She thought of how different this felt compared with running through the forest with Agent Carter pursuing her — the pounding of her heart, the unevenness of the bouncy ground, and the true, imminent threat. Darkness began to seep in at the edges of her mind again.


    No, this wasn’t the place.


    Nicole increased her speed, pushing the thoughts behind her. Finally, she and Ben made it to the station. The pair flashed their fast-track tickets, which let them dodge most of the people in line. They found seats at the front, near the train conductor, and collapsed into them, laughing as the train started moving off.


    “We can stop at the next station,” Ben said. “And maybe after the Fountain of Youth, we can see Adventure Tower? Prehistoric Perils?”


    They calmed down and fell silent as they caught their breath, watching the rest of the crowds as roller coasters swooped past. Children danced by in fancy dress, some as pirates, others as dinosaurs, and still others as pirate dinosaur princesses. As the steam train wound its way through the different lands, Nicole found herself wondering how Amy was, and whether she would have done the same thing if Jason were here. She remembered him now — his scent, the flash of blue in his eyes, and that half-smile that brought just the slightest dimple to his cheek. She could hardly blame Amy for wanting to spend part of the day with Drake.


    “Nicole?”


    She felt a timid tap on her shoulder, and noise and color drained back into the world. Ben was nudging her to disembark the train, the cavernous entrance to the Fountain of Youth ride yawning ahead of them.


    “We’re here.”


    Easing herself out of the open carriage and onto the platform, Nicole stopped to take it all in. She could already hear the strains of music from the ride — it had a deep, reverberating song that began with ancient hums and ohms and string music.


     


    Oh, the years gone by.


    The mistakes I’ve made!


    I’ve been searching far and wide.


    I’ll find myself a spring.


    Through my traveling


    That will cast the years aside.


     


    A fountain in the ground


    From legend that’s been told


    Brought me miles from home today.


    I’ll find myself the spring.


    Through my traveling


    And I’ll cast the years aside.


     


    My friends they think I’m mad


    But I’ll prove them wrong


    When I come home a younger man


    Having found the spring.


    Back home from traveling


    Happy to cast those years aside.


     


    “I’ve got a feeling I’m going to be haunted by that song all day,” Ben remarked as they walked into the building that housed the ride.


    “There are worse things, I guess,” Nicole added. The tune was catchy, and as the conquistador waved them forward, she felt a thrill of anticipation at what they might uncover.


    Maybe this place would have some of the answers she had been hoping for.

  


  
    So… Tonight?


    The ground dropped again beneath her, and Amy was glad not to be face-whipped by her own hair as the ride spun her under and over, again and again. Her crazy wig was not faring well, and she was having to hold it in place. She noted that Drake’s pirate hat had survived the journey intact.


    The Bat Ride was the second place they’d visited. Drake’s whitening knuckles amused Amy as the large, black, bat-shaped carriage — complete with wings and fangs — darted them back and forth and under and over various parts of Victorian London. She thought she’d heard Drake shriek when they’d barely missed clipping a chimney stack, but when she checked, she found him making a supreme effort to look cool, calm and in control.


    Amy let out a squeak as the bat swung upside down through some eye-itching fog and under the glow of an old gas street lamp. She felt the blood rush to her head. The whoosh of wind past her ears was cold — something she was getting used to. There were times when she thought her former long hair was still there. Of course, cutting her hair short in an attempt to confuse the agents back in Virginia was a small price to pay to buy Nicole some time to escape.


    Nicole had gone through so much more, and Amy knew her best friend was struggling. The sad thing was, there was only so much Amy could do. Sometimes, Amy would watch Nicole thinking about something heavy, and she would see the pain crossing her face.


    Amy had pressured Nicole for details about what had happened in the forest, with that FBI agent. Perhaps harder than she should have. Nicole hadn’t been able to get very far into a sentence without breaking down into desperate, embittered sobs, however. It broke Amy’s heart to see Nicole so unsure of herself.


    Drake, meanwhile, accepted Amy as being unique in her own way. He had seen the madness and the fun and the moments when Amy wasn’t so sure of things. In order to allow Nicole to lean on her, Amy had begun to lean on Drake — and every single time, he had proved himself. Moments like this — moments away from Nicole — gave her some needed respite from the life-or-death drama. That wasn’t being selfish, was it?


    One particularly nasty twist of the ride shook Amy from her thoughts, and she heard Drake let out a non-manly scream.


    “Gotcha!” Amy shouted, but the force of the wind in her face carried her words away.


    Drake grinned and squeezed her hand especially hard.


    After one more spin, the ride began to slow down, and Amy could feel the roller coaster rails judder underneath them.


    As the car came to a standstill, Drake leaned across and they kissed. He kept his face close to hers as he stroked the length of her cheekbone.


    “So … tonight?”


    Amy caught her breath. She was reminded of her mom’s cautionary speech anytime she went to spend the night away from home, even if it was just with Nicole.


    Her face broke into a grin.


    “Maybe?”


    “Oh, maybe?!” Drake laughed. He scooted around to the other side of the bat carriage, opened the door for Amy and helped her out.


    “I gotta see how Nix is. I’ve left her with Ben all day.”


    “She’s not a child. You don’t have to babysit her,” Drake said, with a little more attitude than usual. It took Amy aback a little.


    “Bud, she’s been around way longer than you. Plus, she’s my girl. I got to check in. You understand.”


    She draped her arms around Drake’s neck and nuzzled her face to his. His jawbone was angled and sharp, and she liked how it felt on her temple.


    “Excuse me,” a strange, quiet, stern voice broke in.


    “Yes?” Amy separated from Drake, expecting to see a disgruntled park attendant irritated by their PDA — letting them know that this was a family place — but instead, she found a stocky, leather-clad, balding man.


    “Drake Jennings?” His voice and expression sounded teacher-like. Forbidding. Amy saw that even Drake, with his laidback demeanor, couldn’t help but freeze at the sound of it.


    “Who wants to know?”


    The man held out an identification card. Amy stifled a sigh of relief when she saw it wasn’t FBI, but private security.


    “Your father. Haven’t you seen the news?”


    “I don’t know what you mean. Excuse us.”


    Drake took Amy’s hand and shoved past the man. Not wanting to make a scene, the man flanked them and simply held out his smartphone. It was open to a WBN news page showing the hijacked aircraft and a picture of Drake. The headline read, “Son of Senator Jennings missing after hijacking.”


     


    “He’s understandably worried that his son was on the hijacked jet, and he wants to know you’re OK.”


    “So, what? Does he want me to come home? Is that what you’re here for? What’s your name?” Drake asked.


    “Steve Calgary.”


    “I thought it was James. That’s what was on your ID.”


    The man glanced down. A crucial mistake that would cost him. Amy watched Drake’s eyes narrow and felt a tug on her arm.


    “Let’s go,” Drake said, and he started to walk away with Amy.


    “Drake Jennings, you’re making a big mistake.”


    Then Drake spun around, which surprised both Amy and the man.


    “Given that you know who my father is but evidently weren’t hired by him, I would say that you’re a journalist. Am I right? Or some hack paparazzi wannabe for that cheap gossip website.”


    The bald guy appeared at a loss for words.


    “Thanks for letting me know about my dad,” Drake added. He started to walk away again, Amy in tow.


    The man turned a little red, but he soon straightened up and followed them. “Hey, come on. This is all I got right now. I could use a break here. At least give your dad a little peace by letting him know you’re safe and sound at Adventure World with your girlfriend.”


    Drake contemplated the man’s plea, unsure what to do next. On one hand, Drake didn’t want to have any photographs taken. But the man was right — Drake needed to get a message back to his dad to let him know he was all right. Before Drake could decide which way to go, though, the man shoved his smartphone in front of him.


    “Smile for the camera, Drake Jennings!”


    The man rapid-fired several photographs, then turned and vanished into the crowd almost instantly.


    Drake started to chase after him, but Amy grabbed his arm, begging him to stop. “Let him go, Drake. We can’t afford to make a scene.”


    Drake relented and instead pounded his fists on the closest wall he could find. “Damn! Damn it! This is not good for Nicole. We’ve got to find her and Ben.”

  


  
    Cast the Years Aside


    Walking into the Fountain of Youth ride, Nicole felt like she had a lump in her throat. Though she hadn’t recognized anything yet, she could sense the anticipation tingling in her veins.


    They had followed others in through the dark, dank corridor, as the noise of dripping water running down cracks in the stone had increased in volume. Then the music had built to a crescendo, and the soaring chords gave way to the more traditional guitar music of the Spanish conquistadors, with Native American chants intermingled.


    They reached the boarding platform. It was grander than Nicole had expected, and not at all like what she’d seen in the magazine. The ride operator directed them to where to wait for the next boat to arrive.


    Hydraulic swishing noises and mechanical locks could be heard as their two-person boat pulled up. It was shaped like a small galleon. Nicole and Ben awkwardly negotiated which side of the vessel each of them would sit on before climbing in. As the seat buckles came down to secure the friends in their seats, the rickety galleon began its descent into the murkier cave below. It yawned up again, a black chasm.


    Nicole and Ben felt the momentum build. The ride picked up speed and rounded a corner before tipping them over the top of a steep incline. Nicole felt the ends of her hair lift up in the rush, as the clamoring noise of the quickening water assailed her ears. The pressure bore down on her chest then, as the galleon hit bottom with an enormous splash and then took them up and up, like it was riding the waves of stormy seas. A crash of thunder sounded up ahead, and lightening flickered the lights in the tunnel. Nicole could see that Ben wasn’t sticking to his side of the carriage at all. He was dazzled by it all.


    Then another splash of water, and a thrilled scream rippled among all the riders. Nicole added her own squeals of delight.


    A few seconds more, and they had reached land. The Native Americans were waiting on the shoreline to greet the potential invaders. Each of the Native Americans was a robotic actor with choreographed movements and dialogue that matched the up-and-down motions of their mouths. With their detailed makeup and lifelike skin, they almost appeared real.


    Nicole half-heard the narrator speak about 1493, the year Ponce de León had sailed with Christopher Columbus. And 1513, when he had arrived on the shores of Florida. How he had battled the natives in search of what he was sure was hidden in a cave.


    Whether it was a trick of the light or clever rigging Nicole couldn’t work out, but just then arrows shot over their heads. She found herself ducking and flinching and laughed to herself to see Ben cowering on his side.


    The ride took them down again, through a twisty set of rocks, then down again into a cave. Nicole was expecting to see it now. It would be here — the cave, the fountain, the answer she was looking for.


    But it wasn’t. The galleon continued to flow past room after room, each of which showed a different scene from the Fountain of Youth legend. Some of the rooms looked almost like her vision, but something just wasn’t quite right.


    In the final scene of the ride, Ponce de León arrived in Cuba, where he would die from a wound from a poisonous arrow. As the boat returned to the platform, there was a large statue of Ponce de León posing like the legendary explorer he was.


    Although Nicole was disappointed, she hadn’t lost hope yet.


     


    One hour and 5 rides later, and they had still found nothing. Determined, Nicole had begged Ben to stand in line for the Fountain of Youth one more time, hoping another go-around would yield the detail that was evading them. They even alternated positions in the galleon — one on the left, one on the right — so they could scrutinize all the sections of the ride.


    Now Nicole was acknowledging her unshakeable hunch that this was not the place. From the beginning, it had felt too polished. Too new. The cave itself had stone walls, but they looked fake — like they were from a movie set. This was not real. When she and Ben had taken turns walking around the building itself, it had become clear there could be nothing underneath.


    “Stupid song! What does it even mean, anyway? ‘Cast the years aside,’” Nicole complained. Ben just shrugged.


    The interminable song had run on again and again, but it was nothing compared with the incessant wall drippings, which were beginning to sound more like a leaky faucet.


    They had come so far, and they couldn’t give up yet. But that was exactly what Ben wanted to do. Give up. His dream date with Nicole was turning into something akin to running on a treadmill that was going nowhere. She was fun-sucking everything out of his time at Adventure World. They were now resting in the sunshine after taking in the perimeter of the ride for another time and finding precisely nothing.


    “Do you think it might be some kind of code, maybe?” Ben asked, pleased to think up a new line of questioning.


    Nicole felt herself give Ben a look that Amy would have been proud of.


    Ben was undeterred. “Seriously. There has to be something we’re missing.”


    “I don’t know how many times we need to go around to prove it, but I think we know, don’t we?”


    “So, what now?”


    “I don’t know,” Nicole sighed as she rubbed her face. She had been so convinced that finding the magazine article on the airplane had been an important clue. She retrieved it from her bag and showed it to Ben. After glancing through it again, he too sighed.


    “What about the corner with the Native Americans?”


    “You’d think it’d be with the actual fountain though, right?” Nicole stretched out her legs, and then her nose wrinkled as she caught a whiff of cigarette smoke. “Is someone smoking out here?”


    A thin, grimy conquistador poked his head around the corner.


    “Sorry!” He held up his hand. “I’m on my break. Besides you’re not really meant to be out here on this side of the building.”


    “You’re not really meant to be smoking?” Nicole reasoned that her sky-high sass level was the result of the irritating ride.


    “True, true.” He ground out the rest of his cigarette on the floor. “So, what? You’ve exhausted Adventure World so much already that you’re just sunbathing now?”


    “Sort of.” Nicole squinted into the sun. Backlit by the fall light, the silhouette of the conquistador looked pretty impressive. It was only when he moved out of it that he reminded her of a friend’s nerdy older brother.


    “Is this the only Fountain of Youth ride?”


    “Now, yeah.”


    “Now?” Nicole felt her heart leap. She handed the guy the magazine.


    “Seen that before? We were looking for it.”


    “Sure. That’s the old one.”


    “The old one?” Ben exclaimed.


    “Yeah. Used to be the star attraction back in the day — Adventure Island. Meant to have a Caribbean island theme, with animals and caves and the like.”


    “So where is it now?” asked Ben.


    “It’s closed.”


    “But it’s here somewhere still? They didn’t knock it down?” asked Nicole.


    “Sure, bits of it are still there — stuff that hasn’t been blown down or taken away. Hang on.” He took out his smartphone and began to swipe around through several screens. After a few seconds, he handed across a photo of himself and a few other park employees with flashlights around a campfire.


    “If it’s closed, how did you get there?” Nicole asked, even though she knew the answer.


    “Oh, you know. It’s where some of the employees go to hang out and party. We sure had some good times out there.”


    Ben was already glancing at his map, tracing the line up to the water at the edge of the land at the top. “Is it past Prehistoric Perils? The island?”


    “What do you want to know about it for?”


    It was Ben’s turn to shrug before replying. “You know. Party.”


    The conquistador gave Nicole a you’re-too-cute-to-be-hanging-out-with-this-guy wink. “Well, OK. That’s my cue to leave. I gotta get back. Don’t be going over there alone now.”


    But Nicole suspected he knew it was a no-brainer where they were heading later. The Fountain of Youth had been there all along. They’d just been looking in the wrong place.

  


  
    I Thought You Were a Health Nut?


    “You seen this girl?” Bishop slid the photo of Nicole Aaronson across the food truck counter alongside his FBI ID. While the man was scrutinizing the photograph, Bishop took a look around the truck. He marveled at how similar all of these vendors smelled — a mix of grease, hot dogs and gasoline. At least it had a good view. The large opening to the counter looked out onto the afternoon sun hitting the long sands of the calm beach. One of these days, Bishop reflected, he would come to a place like this simply to enjoy himself instead of only passing through on rather unpleasant business.


    The clerk cleared his throat. “I see a lot of kids. Surfers, mainly.”


    “These ones were from out of town. Not locals.” Velasquez joined Bishop at the counter and presented a bucket of sand toys. Bishop looked at the purchase with some surprise, but then saw that there were plastic sunglasses as a free gift on the front. Velasquez had come unprepared for such a sunny day.


    The clerk examined the photo again.


    “Sure, sure.”


    “What about her?” Bishop asked.


    “Didn’t. Not that girl. Her friend had shorter hair.” The clerk sucked his teeth.


    Bishop produced a photo of the senator’s son.


    “Ah! He was the boy on the news, right? The one on the plane? Heck, if he was with them, he didn’t come to the counter, because I sure would’ve shaken that boy’s hand.”


    “This one?”


    The clerk observed the picture of a runty-looking boy he remembered from earlier.


    “Sure, sure. He was looking at DragonsBlade magazines on the rack while the girls were picking things out.”


    “They have a parent with them?”


    “Not that I could see. I’d definitely remember a parent if I saw one. Kids their age are rarely seen with their parents. It’s just not cool.”


    “I take it they didn’t give you any trouble?” Velasquez said as she began to rip the sunglasses from the toy bucket.


    “Nope. Nice, quiet kids. Paid for what they took and then left.”


    Bishop gave a decisive nod.


    “Much obliged for your time today.”


    Bishop and Velasquez stepped away from the food truck, far enough that they could talk without being overheard. Before speaking, the pair took a moment to stand in the warm fall air. The sunshine had a hard edge to it now, suggesting cooler air would be setting in when sunset came.


    “Those both for you?” Velasquez asked about the food while finding comfort with her new sunglasses.


    Bishop murmured his confirmation as he unwrapped and then dug into a hot dog. “I thought you were a health nut? These things will kill you.”


    “Good memory.” Velasquez said.


    “We were right to put that trace on James Aaronson,” she went on. “I’ve got people reviewing video around the area and his most recent purchases, but he’s a smart guy. Most likely will have given them enough cash to survive for a while off the grid.”


    “He’s no longer with them, so we know they separated around here. You got contacts at the NTSB?”


    “Sure, for what they’re worth. I think State will have something to say about this, anyway. We likely won’t need to breach jurisdiction to get him.”


    Bishop enjoyed another bite of the hot dog. “Let’s bide our time a little. He wouldn’t leave them alone somewhere strange like this for too long. He’ll be meeting them someplace. If we can track him down before then, we’ll have them all.”


    “You don’t think he would have thought of that?”


    Bishop finished his hot dog and crumpled the foil wrapper into a nearby, overstuffed garbage can. He shrugged. In any one situation, there were only a certain number of variables a person could predict. He just had to hope one of them would pan out.

  


  
    Is That the Secret Knock?


    The last beams of sunlight had disappeared through the cracks in the old shed a while ago, and the friends had been left to their own thoughts for the past hour or so, eating snacks they had bought from the park’s cafeteria.


    Amy was sleeping, her head resting on Drake’s shoulder. Nicole kept her voice low, and Drake responded to her as he did most of the time, with one-syllable answers. Nicole knew she had her own feelings of jealousy about the amount of time Drake and Amy spent together, but she didn’t understand where Drake’s attitude was coming from.


    What’s his problem?


    An image of Jason flashed in her mind then. This was a far better thought. She recalled the last time she’d seen him — the confusion of the nurse and his gutsy act to buy her some time back at the hangar. He’d said he knew she was a good person.


    Nicole caught a look at her watch and wondered what was taking Ben so long. He was only supposed to check out the area quickly.


    Just then, a special series of knocks on the door made Nicole turn.


    Drake heard it too and nudged Amy awake. He crawled to the door and peered out a side hole in the wall.


    “Is it Ben?” Nicole whispered.


    “I think so. Was that the special knock? I don’t remember.” Amy declared, and then threw her hands up in confusion over all this covert spy stuff.


    Outside, Ben waited. Earlier, he had spent his time as inconspicuously as possible scouting places to hide and waiting for closing time. The lure of the real Fountain of Youth ride beckoned, and the rides and roller coasters now seemed more superficial — playful amusements against the seriousness of what they might uncover.


    Ben had then found an Internet cafe to locate old maps of the original Adventure World park itself. While Nicole, Amy and Drake had tried out Prehistoric Perils, he’d immersed himself in old photos, Facebook pages, blogs, online books and news articles, trying to work out the best way to get to Adventure Island.


    The fact that it was a known haunt for the younger employees’ parties had made Ben’s research easy. With a few quick links established, he’d found an open Facebook group where the precise directions of how to access “The Island” were spelled out. It wasn’t the way he would have chosen, but it was legit. He hoped that no partygoers were planning an outing that night.


    He’d taken care to mark waypoints on the bright Adventure World park map, and they’d picked their way there, making sure that the security guards didn’t spot them. They’d ventured through Victorian London to the back alleys of the food halls, where less glamorous garbage bags and workers on breaks tainted the illusion of a perfect fantasy world.


    The trail he’d plotted had led them to an old canoe shed, where everybody was currently hiding. It was somewhere that wasn’t part of the public attractions, and only for the maintenance workers.


    The park was shutting down for the night. After the street parade and fireworks, families had started to go back to their cars or return to their hotels, and the cafes were winding down their services. One by one, the main service lights came on across the whole park. Luckily, Adventure Island was at the farthest edge of the park, which meant that they were unlikely to run into anyone from the other hotels, tourists or otherwise.


    He knocked again with the special code they had agreed on and waited.


    Even though there was no one around, Ben still felt that they shouldn’t waste any time out in the open. Anytime they were in plain sight, they had to be getting somewhere, otherwise it was an unnecessary risk.


    Finally the rickety door opened, and Ben eased himself in, closing the door behind him. Thankfully that was where the creaking ended. Ben had begun to wonder whether the island was anything more than a random party place for employees to get drunk. Everything in this canoe shed had been used recently. There were some unmatching oars, which Ben figured the teens had brought to use to get to the island without the noise of a motorboat. Elsewhere, too, there were signs of recent use — a first-aid kit was in the corner alongside coffee, glow sticks, bags of chips, and unopened soda and beer cans.


    “Everything OK?” Nicole was the first to ask.


    “Sure. What took you so long to open the door?” Ben asked.


    Nicole, Amy and Drake looked at each other. “None of us could remember the stupid secret knock,” Amy explained.


    The group huddled around a gas burner and waited. After the sun had gone down, the cold fall air had hit them all hard. This place was the launching-off point to the island, and they had been lucky to find it. Some of the blankets left there would come in useful as they traveled across the waters to the island itself.


    “It’s time,” Ben declared. “I found the control panel for the island lights, so I can work it on the way out while you put the canoe in.”


    After a moment of hesitation, Ben took a nervous breath and turned off the gas lamp. They were good to go.


    Minutes later, they eased out of the rickety shed, armed with blankets, the rest of the food, and glow sticks for light.


    Ben was concentrating on the control panel. While online, he’d found old plans for it in some notes that one of the workers had posted. Examining it in reality, the wires were a little more worn than in the diagram, with fewer colors. This was strange. He figured it mattered which ones he clipped, so it couldn’t be rushed, but he also knew they didn’t have much time.


    With his best guess, he moved the clips and wires to prevent the security system from kicking in.


    Sure enough, in the distance, the dim green Adventure Island lights flickered on. Strains of music floated across the dark water. And nobody heard the security system.


    He had brought the island back to life.


    Ben felt Nicole’s hand touch his arm as she watched with anticipation by his side. Now, he provided the hand signal his friends were waiting for.


    Gently, under the faint light of Nicole’s glow stick, the canoe slid into the dark water.


    It was time to go.

  


  
    So This Is What a Zombie Apocalypse Looks Like


    From her seat at the back of the small boat, Nicole watched the island drawing closer. The friends maintained a respectful silence. Ben had done a fine job of locating and switching on some of the subtler lights, so if security were patrolling, they wouldn’t be able to tell that the abandoned island had sprung to life again. Although even if they did, Nicole wondered whether they turned a blind eye to the late-night activities of the amusement park workers. Maybe there was an implied agreement that what went on at Adventure Island stayed on Adventure Island?


    It was eerie, peaceful and still out here — all they could hear was the gentle splashing sound of Drake’s oar hitting and then slicing through the water. The sky had turned that darkest shade of blue, and the first stars were peeping out. Pleiades would emerge soon. Nicole often looked for it, as though somehow the cluster of stars itself could teleport her back to a simpler time only a month or so before, when all she and Amy debated was the best way to roast s’mores. That time felt almost as distant as the constellation itself. She looked across and saw that Amy was trapped in a thought that was wrinkling her nose.


    Amy caught Nicole watching her. Still keeping the silence, Amy held her thumb up at Nicole with a questioning glance, tilting her head out of concern.


    Nicole nodded and smiled, overcompensating a little.


    But Amy knew Nicole was just putting on a strong façade to keep Amy from worrying about her.


    Ben was focusing on tracking the path of the boat, signaling to Drake which direction to paddle toward. Ben seemed extra nervous out here, and Nicole wondered whether he hadn’t told her everything about what they might find.


    Drake’s brow furrowed in concentration. He knew he was the muscle behind this covert operation, and he was working hard to keep up his end of the deal.


    They were getting closer, easing up alongside the island. Tarps covered parts of an old jetty, presumably to help the partygoers disembark. A pole had been stuck in the ground to be a handhold.


    Ben signaled for Drake to slow the boat. They were coming in too fast and at too sharp of an angle. Correcting the path, Drake leaned into the water and grabbed the reeds beneath to prevent the vessel from colliding with the jetty. It still made contact with a loud doink.


    Ben scrambled off first, with more than a little trouble, and then helped Amy to shore. Nicole was next, slipping on the wet tarp and feeling the strong hand of Drake steady her. With a quick nod of thanks to Drake, Nicole joined Ben at the front.


    They had arrived at the entrance to the island. Two pillars stood where there once must have been a sign arching over, and there was evidence of a former landing platform that had been mocked up to resemble old 15th-century docks. A weather-beaten stone path unrolled in front of them, with high, overgrown grass all around. In the distance, they could see the dilapidated twirls of a downed roller coaster track.


    The place looked like something out of a bad dream. Buildings were falling apart and in disrepair, and torn-down signs and decorations were strewn about the paths. There were decorated wooden mannequins lying about the place, like bodies from a dystopian nightmare. Nothing was moving, which somehow made the place feel even creepier. Everything had foliage growing over it thanks to almost half a century without maintenance.


    The island was a sharp contrast from the manicured paths and well-maintained buildings of the modern Adventure World.


    Ben had a dark thought then: So this must be what Adventure World would look like if zombies took over.


    He kicked a nearby poster board and watched it crack, and then something gave him pause. He looked closer to survey the damage, and that was when he saw the unmistakable colors and lines of an old map of Adventure Island.


    “Hey!” he called out, kneeling down beside the old poster. Sure enough, it was a treasure map with frayed edges, and it had “Adventure Island” inscribed at the top.


    Excitement was overcoming him. This was the key to finding the Fountain of Youth ride in among all of this island’s gnarled old paths and decaying buildings.


    Picking up the poster, a lump came away in his hand. He’d have to think around that. Taking out the low-tech phone Nicole’s dad had given him, he found the right position and photographed it. Now he could take it wherever he needed.


    He knew his face would tell Nicole everything she needed to know. When she turned, she smiled at him.


    “Guys, come over here,” she called to Drake and Amy. “What is it, Ben?”


    “I know where it is. We need to make a right at the next turn. See that old green ride there? Used to be the Tropical Caterpillar Train.”


    Nicole tilted her head to get a better look, and saw that it did resemble the ride a lot.


    “Well, it was just behind it — the trail would take you right by the Fountain of Youth.” Nicole flicked back to her magazine and, under the light of the glow stick, saw that he was right. Behind the old ride were the laughing faces of children enjoying the caterpillar ride.


    They were on the right path. And they could see a high crow’s-nest that rose up in the general direction of the Fountain of Youth ride.


    With every step, their paces quickened. Even Amy was returning to her old self and getting more excited about the prospect of finding the Fountain of Youth.


    As they stepped out into the clearing, Nicole saw the tower. It was standing a little crooked and crumbling, but almost the minute she saw it, she felt it was familiar.


    “This is it,” she half-whispered, her voice drenched in awe.


    Ben scanned the photo. “The entrance has got to be around here somewhere. But it’s probably hidden by debris or some of the foliage that’s taken over this place.”


    “Well, that’s some good news,” Drake remarked.


    Nicole was undeterred. She remembered from the magazine article that past the pirate ship and deep in a forest, she’d find a cave opening. With that in mind, she headed in the direction of a denser patch of older and more deliberately placed trees. Her heart began to pound as she drew close, and she could hear Ben behind her.


    Through the gnarled trees she moved, into a further clearing. From the remains of cans and old campfires, she could tell others had been there recently. But something far more intriguing stood up ahead.


    The mouth of the cave had the shape of an enormous skull. The weathering and harsh times had succeeded in making it even more sinister, like rotten old bone.


    It was here. This was the entrance to the Fountain of Youth.

  


  
    You Sound Like My Mother


    The opening to the attraction appeared oddly symbolic. Just like visitors from long ago would have, Nicole stepped out of the fresh air and into the yawning mouth of a skull and continued into the dark cave inside. It was dank in here, and the dripping — presumably from rainwater gathered at the top of the cave — had a different quality to the irritating sounds of the modern Fountain of Youth ride. Everything about it felt real.


    Evidence of recent parties littered the floor: a sleeping bag or two, cigarette butts and a burned-out campfire pit. In front of them stood the empty platform, and two pitch-black paths led off to the left and right where the ride began and ended. The ride’s tracks showed signs of rust — evidence that, long ago, there had been water underneath, providing the thrill of splashes for the visitors. The tunnels inside looked dark and forbidding, and paintings of Caribbean pirates decorated the walls all around. A chipped statue of a giant parrot adorned the corner of the cave, and an old skeleton lay chained up to a hook on the wall, looking more realistic than it ever had. The years had not been kind to this place.


    “Anything look familiar?” Amy asked.


    Nicole shrugged. “All I remember was an underground cave, which this isn’t. But the stones seem the same and it smells the same.” She stared down the tunnel tracks where the ride would have gone.


    “Could be down there,” Ben suggested.


    “Seriously?” Amy retorted. “You want us to go exploring a dark passageway with God knows what lurking down it?”


    Sensing the rising tension, Drake made an effort to get organized. “I say we explore the rooms around here slowly and methodically before heading down into the ride tunnels.”


    Amy moved closer to Ben and gave him a light, playful punch with a genuine smile. “Sorry I freaked out a bit.”


    Ben shrugged, feeling a little redeemed.


    “All right, fine. Are we done with all the drama? I like Drake’s idea,” Nicole continued. “Let’s just look here first. Maybe we’ll find it?”


    They began their painstaking search. Each took a corner of the room looking for what Nicole described as a door. But aside from the odd skeleton and the creepy parrot, nothing presented itself as a hidden entrance or exit or otherwise. Nicole found herself fighting off rising frustration. She could have sworn this was the place — the stones felt right, for a start, and the dripping was exactly as she remembered it from what she considered were her flashbacks.


    After 20 minutes of detailed searching, it was time for Nicole to state the obvious.


    “We’ve got to search the tunnels now.”


    Drake and Amy exchanged pointed looks.


    “Fine,” Amy said, kicking a sleeping bag into the corner and sitting down on it. “Then can we at least rest here first?” She avoided Nicole’s glare and straightened out the sleeping bag beneath her, retrieving an old cigarette lighter as she did.


    “I thought you wanted to get this over and done with quickly? The paparazzi guy? The feds? Remember?” Nicole stared down at Amy, who put on her best sullen face. She started flicking the lighter in a steady rhythm, as though it was the most fascinating thing around right about now.


    “Amy, please.”


    “You sound like my mother.”


    “Fine.” Nicole gave a low growl of frustration and started gathering up her things.


    “Wait a second. Guys — guys, check it out,” Ben whispered. “The lighter.”


    “What about it?” Amy retorted.


    “Look at the flame.”


    Amy flicked it again, and the flame flickered for a moment before she released the catch and it disappeared.


    “Too quick. Keep it lit,” Ben urged, crouching down beside her.


    She did as he asked, this time keeping the flame alight. It flickered forward.


    “That’s it,” he said, more to himself. “Can I have it?”


    Amy snatched her hand back, but Drake was quicker and grabbed the lighter from her and gave it to Ben.


    “Thanks. Saw this in the last Relic Hunter movie,” Ben explained.


    Ben headed over to the corner of the room, flicked the lighter and kept the flame burning. He watched as the flame hovered and stood still.


    “Might help if you don’t breathe on it, dummy,” Amy jabbed.


    Ben thought to himself that the Relic Hunter never had to contend with annoying assistants. He continued regardless.


    He’d reached the farthest wall to the west when the flame flickered as he’d hoped, illuminating the skeleton chained up to a hook on the wall.


    He didn’t need to issue a second invitation to his friends, as even Amy got to her feet to get a closer look.


    “There’s a draft strongest somewhere around here.” He indicated to the flickering flame.


    “Great. The passageway behind the dead dude,” Amy quipped. “Sold.”


    “Amy, help me push,” Drake suggested. He, Amy and Ben positioned themselves in front of a patch of stone.


    “On the count of three.”


    The stone moved inward a little, which raised their hopes, but then, despite a massive amount of effort, it stood unmoved.


    “Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s just a loose boulder,” Amy said.


    Frustrated, Amy returned to her sleeping bag. Nicole, meanwhile, was left with a thought buzzing around.


    Don’t push your luck.


    Nicole sank to her knees and started scraping the sawdust and chippings from the floor nearest the skeleton.


    “Give me that light,” she beckoned to Ben, who shone the glow stick down on the floor. What it revealed made him gasp.


    Sure enough, an indented arc splayed out from the doorway where some object had been opened outward. Above it, the skeleton’s arm was attached to a hook.


    “Pull,” she said. “That’s not just a hook — it’s, like, a doorknob. We must be able to pull it?”


    Poised to pull, with the support of Amy behind him, Drake set one leg against the solid wall and used all his might to start to dislodge the door from its frame.


    After some effort — and groaning — from Drake, with a crumbling noise, the door began to ease out, grinding against the flagstones.


    “That’s enough,” Nicole directed. He wouldn’t need to pull it all the way out for them to slip inside.


    Amy’s face said it all — she was more than a little frightened at the thought of entering a dark, hidden room. “Amy, don’t worry. It’ll be OK,” Ben said. “I’ll go first.”


    “Really?” Amy said, surprised but without malice.


    No, not really, Ben thought, but he was starting to feel the need to be protective of Amy. Some primitive nature within him was evolving to be more assertive and reassuring to his friends.


    “Just go slow and steady. Anything happens, turn straight back.” Drake patted Ben on the back. For a moment, Ben felt a swell of pride, and he shoved any fear he may have had down deep.


    “Here goes nothing,” Ben said as he disappeared into the opening.


    After what seemed like hours — but in reality was just a couple of minutes — Ben returned, aghast, his face as pale as the bones of the nearby skeleton.


    “What’s wrong?” Nicole touched his arm.


    “We need to turn back.”


    “Why? What did you see?”


    Ben grabbed Nicole’s hand on his arm and started to lead her back the way they had come. “I’ll tell you when we get outside.” Ben continued to push past Nicole and drag her out of the hidden corridor.


    But Nicole muscled past Ben and slipped through the narrow gap, using her glow stick to illuminate the passageway below, which was becoming a little brighter with every step. Then she saw a staircase and came to see what Ben had discovered.


    Along the walls of the spiral stairwell, a little farther down, there were two torches. Nothing out of the ordinary there, apart from one detail — they were lit.


    Nicole felt a lump rise inside her as a thousand fears crowded her mind all at once.


    They were not alone.

  


  
    Nix, Come Back to Us


    Unwilling to leave Nicole to explore alone, the group caught up and saw for themselves the lit torches.


    “Maybe we should turn around. It could be the feds again,” Amy said, trying to talk some sense into Nicole.


    “It’s not the feds. Why would they be ahead of us hiding in a dark, hidden tunnel?” Nicole asked the group.


    Everyone shrugged in response. It was a valid question.


    They were silent in their descent, each fighting back their own thoughts and fears while attempting to remain alert for signs of what might await them below — any advanced warning at all could mean the difference between life and death.


    Step by step, the narrow, winding stairwell spiraled down. Time had worn some of the stone steps shiny and smoothed-down in the middle, where many footsteps had gone before. Perhaps water had leaked down here, too, eroding each cut stone. There was no handrail, so Nicole had to use the walls to steady her path. The walls crumbled a little when touched. The whole cavernous place evoked an older time — much older than the original amusement park itself. And the floors, walls, and even the humid smell of the air were feeling more familiar to Nicole by the second.


    Looking down, it seemed like they would need to go a bit further before they would reach the rooms below. Ben had suggested throwing a stone to see whether it would rouse any attention, but Drake had nixed that idea, figuring whatever was below would then have a heads-up that they were coming.


    But facing their fears was easier said than done. In Nicole’s mind, there was the inevitability that they would be arriving at something new — a turn in the road or a fresh discovery. She wanted it to happen soon, because the anticipation was knotting her stomach and pounding her heart. On the flip side, there was a part of her that would be glad to descend these steps forever rather than face whatever was awaiting them in the depths.


    Nicole watched Ben step ahead of her. He was holding his nerve. It occurred to her then that she wouldn’t have anything to Balance against if what they found at the bottom needed to be taken care of.


    A noise from down below disturbed their progress.


    Ben held up a hand, and the party stopped in its tracks. Ben craned his ears to try to hear another sound like it, and try to identify it. He looked up at his friends behind him, the adrenalin rising, and saw their nervous breaths, visible in the flickering torch flames.


    After a moment, he’d heard nothing further, and Drake signaled for Ben to continue. Nicole reached out and took his hand, linking her other with Amy’s behind her.


    As they rounded the next corner, a draft lifted from the rooms below. Nicole knew this meant they were drawing nearer to some larger chamber.


    “OK,” Ben whispered. “We’re almost there.”


    Drake nodded and gestured for Ben to hold his silence.


    Nicole squeezed Ben’s hand. She could not have known that was perhaps the most distracting thing she could have done, but it had the effect of summoning a hidden reserve of courage in him. With bravery pumping in his veins, he let go of Nicole’s hand and rounded the corner first.


    He peered in for a look, and all around the room there were lit torches. But no one was there.


    “It’s clear,” Ben announced, and he entered the room.


    “There’s no other door. No other way out,” Nicole observed, joining him.


    “One of us should go back up again. Watch our backs,” Amy offered, hugging deep into Drake.


    “No one else was on the island. You can’t land anywhere else,” Ben remarked. “Don’t worry — whoever it was probably left before we got here.”


    Nicole stood rooted to the floor surveying the large room. It was empty, save for a few bales of hay, and the absence of dust showed a lack of human inhabitants. An empty fireplace stood at one end, and the old, worn flagstones matched those of the room above it. Odd chains hung from the walls here and there.


    “It’s weird, for torches to have been lit and then the person to run back up there. Unless it’s a trap?”


    “The torches!” Ben remarked, pointing at the flames of the old wall fixtures. Sure enough, upon closer inspection, they saw that the flames flickered away from a gap, which seemed to be releasing a draft blowing outward.


    Drake was first to the wall, and he immediately began to test the cracks in the large rocks. As he scraped between the stones, great clumps fell away.


    “Help me!” he urged, and the rest of the group joined in, scraping between the rocks with their bare fingers.


    Each focused their anxiousness into working on their part of the wall, digging in and burrowing away. Gradually, a large stone loosened and a gap emerged.


    Ben got to his knees and put his eye to the emerging hole.


    “It’s another room!” he exclaimed. Energized, he redoubled his efforts.


    Before they knew it, the gap had opened up large enough for somebody to enter. Without further delay, Ben made himself as small as he could and poked his head into the room.


    “It’s circular,” he whispered back. “And empty.”


    He looked up. He was under the stars, as though far down in a deep well.


    “It’s a well. We’ve come to the bottom of a well or a tower!”


    “No one there?” Nicole asked.


    “No. No one.”


    “Well, what are you waiting for?” Amy whispered, prodding the back of Ben’s leg. This had the effect of making him jump, and the sound of head bumping rock could be heard, followed by the echoes of “Ouch!”


    Undeterred, Ben crawled into the base of the well.


    As he landed on his elbows in the next chamber, he heard a metallic clink. Underneath him were coins. Hundreds — possibly thousands — of old coins in silver and gold. These, he thought, were people’s wishes.


    Was this a wishing well?


    Ben moved the glow stick, and his eyes widened as he examined the coins. These weren’t U.S. coins — rather, they were coins from centuries ago. Some had Aztec-like symbols stamped onto them; others had mythological stamps like the pillars of Hercules.


    He lifted himself up. The room was circular and about 20 feet in diameter, and, judging by the walls, he estimated they were about 30 to 40 feet below the surface. At one time there would have been some wooden roof and winch for a bucket, but the hole was clear and circular. The bright, starry night was tantalizingly close. And for a moment Ben found himself wishing he were up there — not enclosed and trapped like an animal in this pit below.


    He could hear Nicole climbing through the gap.


    “Look!” she exclaimed.


    She touched his shoulder, indicating to the far wall, where a rusty old chain was hanging. It led down to the ankle of a skeleton huddled in the corner. The sight of the bones sent chills down Nicole’s spine. These bones were no cheap amusement park prop. This was real.


    Although the person had passed away hundreds of years before, Nicole approached it slowly out of respect. Something in her made her stoop down and meet the skeleton at eye level. At that exact moment, Amy and Drake arrived in the room. They stood at the far side of the well and held hands in silence as they watched Nicole examine the bones.


    As Nicole stared into the skull, her friends began to fade from her consciousness. It seemed a lot darker in there now, and Nicole soon discovered she was alone. She looked up at the murky sky above — the stars were much brighter, and the evening sky much clearer. A chilly breeze blew through the room. She was in the place of her dreams, in what she thought had been a dungeon.


    This was the dungeon.


    Then she felt the rain from above. It was gradual at first, but the few drops that made it down splashed on the floor.


    The first time she knew the girl was in the room again was when she heard the rattling of the chains.


    Nicole blinked saw the blond girl edge forward. This time she seemed oblivious to Nicole’s presence and intent on something else. Nicole watched as the thin, ragged girl came to a stop under the entrance of the well and gazed up, opening her mouth to catch the rainwater from above. The girl moved a little more forward, but the chain strained behind her and her leg could travel no further.


    The same leg of the skeleton.


    “Nicole?”


    She heard Ben’s voice, but she couldn’t see him. Only she and the girl were in this circular room.


    “Nicole? Are you OK?”


    “Nix, come back to us!” There was Amy’s voice, more worried than Ben’s.


    Nicole looked around blindly. How to find her way back out? It was like she was dreaming. She knew her friends must be in this other reality, but she couldn’t sense their presence.


    Maybe she had to pinch herself back to reality. She pulled a thin strip of her own wrist skin and dug her nails in.


    She jumped from the pain and caught a flash of Amy’s concerned face.


    “She’s opened her eyes! Fight it, Nicole.”


    Nicole pinched again, and soon it was like swimming up out of deep water. Her body was sluggish and slow, but she knew she had to keep telling herself the important things, over and over. That this was not her reality. Hers was in the same room, but in a different time.


    Another pinch, and Nicole clenched her eyes shut. She was alive; she wasn’t dreaming anymore.


    When she opened her eyes, she found herself strung out on the floor, lying in Amy’s arms.


    “Thank God!” Amy cried.


    Nicole felt Amy’s arms surround her, and a wetness on her own cheek suggested that Amy had been crying.


    “I’m OK. Really.”


    “Nicole, you had us scared with your zombie gaze. Were you somewhere else?” Ben asked, taking Nicole’s other arm and helping her to her feet.


    Nicole nodded and accepted the can of soda Drake was offering.


    “This is it,” she whispered. “The Fountain of Youth.”


    “This … well?” Amy retorted incredulously.


    Nicole nodded. “I was here. Or a Balancer was here. I can feel it.”


    Amy, Ben and Drake took another look around to appreciate the significance of their discovery. They had set out to find an old amusement park ride, but instead they had found undiscovered areas below the original amusement park itself.


    A sound of sliding stone suddenly alerted them that they weren’t alone, however. The wall was beginning to ease to one side, and a sliver of light grew wider and wider between the cracks of some stones. The mystery person who had lit all the torches was about to be revealed.


    The old man climbed into the well several feet from them and dusted himself off before speaking. “There’s no need to be afraid,” the man said with a huge smile. “I’ve been waiting such a long time for this.”


    To Ben, the man’s voice was familiar. He stepped forward, craning to get a better view of the figure emerging from the shadows. He wore an old tweed jacket with corduroy trousers, and he had wiry white hair and age spots on hands.


    Ben felt a huge surge of relief.


    “It’s OK.” Ben turned back and smiled at his friends. “It’s OK! Do you know who this is?”


    Ben reached out and vigorously shook Professor Jim Barnard’s hand. Barnard was the man from the obscure Web videos, the one who had spoken of the Balancer myth. Barnard was the man who knew more about Balancers than anybody else did. Barnard was their Yoda.

  


  
    Story Time


    After everyone had made their introductions, the professor brought out his thermos of minestrone soup. He poured some into the cap and offered the contents around the group. Nicole hadn’t noticed how hungry she was — somehow the chill fall air had triggered an appetite that soda and sweets couldn’t fix.


    Ben was first to take a sip, reiterating his assurances that everyone could trust Professor Barnard. The disheveled old man was rather touched by the boy’s assertion. By the weatherworn look on his face, it appeared he hadn’t put a high priority on his appearance in quite a while.


    Nicole took a sip from the plastic cup of hot soup. It was good — soothing, peppery noodle broth with comforting lumps of vegetables.


    “So, what? You’re telling me you’ve been camped out here with your soup waiting for Nicole to show up?” Drake asked. He’d refused the cup.


    “Since the hijacking, yes.” The professor poured himself some soup in a coffee mug for himself and took a sip. “There were other occasions when I thought you might have been on your way. Like the wildfire. I knew that was you. Brilliant! I came and waited then, too.”


    Nicole shrugged and took in more soup.


    “So that’s all you do? Make soup and wait around for Nicole?” Drake asked acerbically.


    Barnard ignored it, having taught a thousand of this boy’s kind in his lifetime.


    “Truth be told, I was about to give up on you ever appearing. It was just a theory, I thought this place would draw you to it.” A twinkle appeared in his eyes, and he gave a wiggle of excitement, as if a chill had just run down his spine. “And here you are!”


    “We would have come sooner, but the FBI is looking for me.” Nicole fiddled with the string on her sweatshirt.


    “Of course they are. Of course, my dear.” Barnard didn’t seem surprised.


    “Do they know about you?”


    “Oh, yes. They know of me,” Barnard began. “Through a mutual acquaintance.”


    “DuBois?” Ben offered.


    A cold look passed over Barnard’s kind eyes then, and he lifted his finger and indicated to the wider room. His excitement seemed to have turned to paranoia in that moment.


    “Sorry,” Ben whispered.


    “We should go now. Yes, I think that’s best. Let’s go.”


    Barnard stood up, brushing the dust from his cords.


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Drake said, standing up too. “Forgive me for stating the obvious, but we just met you.”


    “No, but …” Ben began.


    Drake waved Ben down. “Fanboy here might have YouTubed you a thousand times, but he trusted your buddy before that, and that didn’t turn out well.”


    Amy raised her arm in a mock vote. “Ditto. I’m feeling the lack of trust, too.”


    “Sure, he has a point. You all shouldn’t trust implicitly. That makes sense.” Barnard screwed the cap back on his thermos and sat back down. “How about a story? Yes! Why don’t I tell you what I know, and then you can decide if you would find it useful to come with me.”


    Barnard looked around the group, as if to get their permission first.


    “So, shoot,” Drake said. He joined Amy on the ground, placing his arm around her shoulders.


    Barnard nodded and began. “So, Nicole knows it. I suspect she even feels it. But the room we’re sitting in was the original chamber of the legendary Fountain of Youth. This all happened when Ponce de León was alive, so cast your mind back to the ride you were on earlier. We’re looking at the 1500s now. In that time, people would flock from all over to visit it. Some of those coins you found back there are themselves pretty valuable.” He bent down to pick one up and examine it, a tinge of regret in his voice as he explained. “And I am a little ashamed to say, I have had to pawn a few of these to survive since I’ve gone underground. But where was I? Oh, yes. In the time before, the villages around here were rumored to be harboring a gifted young healer. She would only be found by request, and you would have to go through a few people before you could get to her. She would see the sick, the wounded and the dying. The people surrounding her were her buffers. They protected her. See, she was just a girl, after all. She had one opinion, but she knew that hers wasn’t the only one out there, and, like most smart people, she surrounded herself with a variety of opinions. So, anyone coming to seek her would have to be pointed in the right direction by her four or five protectors.”


    “She was a Balancer?” Nicole asked.


    “Yes, exactly! A Balancer!” Barnard could barely contain his enthusiasm whenever he said the word.


    Nicole allowed the words to sink in. Ben’s research had actually borne the truth. She had seen this man — younger then — lecture on YouTube. And she was finding it fascinating to hear him speak and be in his charismatic glow.


    “So, one day, a stranger came into town. He was good-looking, smart and cunning. And, one by one, he managed to fool the girl’s friends so that, eventually, he got to meet her. He convinced her that if her friends trusted him, then she could too, and he wormed his way into her affections. For a time, they worked together, the Balancer and the stranger. They would see people together and she would heal them. But what she couldn’t have known was that he was a charlatan. And he was greedy.” Barnard took a moment, allowing his words to sink in.


    “Gradually, her friends began to realize that he was having too much influence on their friend, the girl, which meant she would begin to rely on him more. They tried to point it out to her, but by then the charlatan had worked his poison into her. He manipulated her and she listened, convinced her friends were just jealous of their relationship, and that they wanted the girl to stay sad and alone forever, only existing to help others.”


    Amy reached out and held Nicole’s hand.


    “One by one, he drove her old friends away. Most of them left town — they had only stuck around for her, anyway. So, she was left alone, with the charlatan as her only protector.”


    “Presumably he slipped up?” Drake asked.


    “He did. And she was angry. She discovered that he was taking payment for her work, and she confronted him. He responded to this by entombing her in a well. This well, in fact. And he turned her gifts into a circus sideshow attraction.”


    “So what happened?” Ben asked, spellbound.


    “The charlatan sent out a new story. That the girl had run away, but that before she did, she had imparted her gift on the waters of this well. This was how the Fountain of Youth tale began. That people would come to this island and drop their coins down here to make a wish. He had not robbed the girl of hope entirely. He let her know her friends would remain safe if she did as he asked. If she didn’t, he swore he would hunt them all down and kill them. So there she stayed, ruing the day she ever met him, regretting that she hadn’t listened to her friends’ warnings, and holding fast to her own vow to protect them — to redress her wrongs. She lived here, trapped under stone and hearing the pleas of others — a tragic fate given that her own voice could not be heard.”


    “She didn’t try to get help?”


    “Oh, she did try. But he would punish her. Threaten to hurt her beloved friends and family. Or, sometimes, he would just drop rocks on her.”


    “Drop rocks … on her?” Amy seemed incredulous.


    “When she cried for help, yes. So, after a while, like anyone would, she stopped crying for help.”


    “That’s so sad.” Amy kept her hand linked with Nicole’s.


    “And yet for all of that, people would still be healed. They would cry down their sorrows and pain, and she would hear them. Even the times the charlatan didn’t watch to see whether she was behaving, she would heal them. He had broken her spirit to fight for herself, but she still found the strength to help others.”


    “She didn’t get out, did she?” Nicole asked, half not wanting to hear the answer. “That was her,” she indicated to the chained skeleton on the floor.


    “No, I’m afraid she didn’t get out,” Barnard replied. “One day, the charlatan’s greed caught up with him. He was on his way with bread and cheese for the Balancer, but his years of avarice and gluttony had strained what amounted to his heart. They say he was in the marketplace when he felt the first pangs of pain in his chest. He called out for her to help him, but she was too far away. She kept thinking he would return, so she did not cry for help. She stayed here, hungry and alone, and eventually perished from her sadness. But one thing is certain: She was healing people up until her very last breaths.”


    Nicole sat back, fixated on the remains of this sad girl.


    “So,” Barnard continued, “I am no charlatan. I’ve studied this mythology most of my adult life, though I know this young man has probably got it all now.” He patted Ben on the shoulder. “I might be of some use to you. And rather than sitting here at the bottom of a cold well on a chilly fall night, I think it’s best that we leave for more comfortable surroundings. So, here’s what I offer: I have a boat just beyond these doors. And I have a warm hotel room — a treehouse hotel, actually. And I can offer you safety, at least for tonight. I swear on my life, I will not lock you in. For what it’s worth, you can trust me.” Barnard looked at their faces to see whether that was enough assurance.


    “Plus, this young man here looks like he could really kick my skinny-old-man butt if I get out of line,” he added.


    This made Drake smile. “OK, OK,” Drake said, standing up. “I’m in.”


    He helped Amy to her feet, and Ben followed.


    Nicole didn’t smile, but nodded as if she were in a trance, and she simply followed their lead.


    She trailed her friends back through the passageway that led up to the steep stone steps. She turned once more to glance back at the girl’s skeleton, chained by her ankle to a wall. She had been all alone when she died, thought Nicole to herself.


    Was this how it all played out? That girl’s fate could be hers.


    Was this the fate of all Balancers?

  


  
    Thanks, 15th-Century

    Spaniards


    Barnard’s motorboat drew up alongside another dock, which Ben hadn’t spotted before. It was at the tip of Adventure World, in the zone entitled “Adventure Safari World.” Tying the vessel to the landing post, the group began to disembark, making their way across the wooden beams and through the long, narrow bed of reeds. The way before them was lit by small lights implanted in the wooden dock. The setup was polished and new — different from the dilapidated island they had just left.


    The hotel in front of them was unlike anything they had seen before. It was many acres of exotic-looking treehouses spread throughout an African savanna-like setting. All of the treehouses were connected via suspended wooden bridges over the grasslands. Even in the dark, they could see the silhouettes of dozens of different types of animals moving closer to see who had arrived.


    These treehouses were the themed hotel grounds connected to the main Adventure Safari World park.


    “Giraffes! I love giraffes!” Amy exclaimed.


    “Watch out. They bite,” Drake cautioned.


    “That’s why she likes them,” Nicole joked, easing herself out of the shaky boat and onto terra firma.


    Amy, Ben and Drake helped Barnard out of the boat. The professor still seemed star-struck at being in Nicole’s presence. Barnard pointed to one of the larger treehouses off to the right and separated from the others. “That’s where we’ll be staying.”


    “Way cool!” Ben exclaimed, still feeling giddy over the entire situation.


    Meanwhile, Amy had run several feet onto the suspended bridges to get closer to one of the giraffes she’d seen from the boat.


    “Did you see they’ve got a zebra in there too?” Nicole was scanning down the list of park inhabitants. “His name is Geoff.”


    “That’s a funny name for a zebra.”


    “Look, there’s a bunch of antelope!”


    The creatures, currently grazing nearby, had joined their fellow park animals in checking out the unexpected visitors.


    Nicole approached an opening where the guests could reach the sections that contained the quieter animals, and she quickly bonded with a gentle baby zebra who had inched his way up to the bridge. The zebra lowered his head, and Nicole stroked his fur.


    Barnard had been standing back the way a teacher might on a field trip. He was genuinely pleased with the way this evening was turning out. He didn’t want the group to stay exposed too long, however, so after a few minutes, he beckoned them to follow him to their treehouse.


    Amy took some persuading to move away from the animals, but the group eventually started to move over the suspended walkways toward the themed treehouse.


    Like Willy Wonka leading a group of visitors to his secret chocolate factory, Barnard spun around on his heels to describe the reasons he had chosen this hotel. “It’s actually quite ingenious of me. This safari hotel is the most remote location in the park. And, because of the animals, this area has a curfew, so it’s extremely quiet at night. And no cars would be allowed to park nearby, except for those belonging to hotel guests. Not to mention the fact that it’s simply amazing to live in a treehouse over an African savanna.”


    Barnard had a little haste in his step as they approached the treehouse. He slid his keycard to unlock the door and entered the room.


    Inside the main room was a circular-shaped, African-themed hotel suite with decorative flourishes here and there — dark woods, animal patterns. And the bedding had convincing African art designs.


    Without saying a word, Barnard unscrewed the light bulb from a lighting fixture and removed a small recording device. He inserted it into his phone and began to scroll through. After a while of tense silence, he gave a sigh of relief.


    “We’re clear. Nobody has been in the room.”


    Ben was glued to his side. “I’ve read about those. It records sounds?”


    “Sounds, motion and video,” Barnard corrected Ben. “It’s military-grade surveillance electronics from a government contractor.” Barnard handed it to Ben, who began to examine it in detail. “Knock yourself out, Ben.”


    Ben didn’t need second invitation.


    “Now make yourselves at home, guys.” Barnard grabbed a folder from the desk and threw it to Drake. “Room service is on me.” He proceeded to move to the mirrored wardrobe, from which he produced what looked like a large artist’s portfolio. A lock held the clasp shut, and after punching in a code, he unzipped it, opening it wide to reveal a mobile operations memo board.


    “Whoa.” The papers, ancient manuscripts and diagrams made even Ben look away from his spy device.


    Just then, Amy exited the bathroom with an excited grin on her face.


    “The bathroom sounds like you’re in the middle of a jungle. And the toilet roars when you flush it! I love it!” She skimmed down at the papers. “Wow, Ben, you must really feel at home now.” She laughed, and bounded on the bed, trampoline-like. Barnard glanced at her with a mixture of amusement and disdain.


    “Someone’s going to be wanting to sleep on that later,” he offered.


    “I know,” Amy retorted, and with a swift double kick of her legs, she bounced down to a seated position. She grabbed the menu out of Drake’s hands, all interest in animal-themed accommodations having left her. “Ooh, food.”


    “Before we look at all of that, is it safe enough for me to call my dad?” Nicole asked.


    “Sure,” Barnard replied, pointing Ben’s attention to a paper he had only just acquired.


    Nicole reached for her cell phone and dialed “Bob.” It rang twice.


    “Mouse?”


    This was their code word. If he was somewhere he shouldn’t be, or if they were in danger of being overheard, he would answer with a normal hello.


    “Dad. We’re OK. We’re safe.”


    “Thank God,” he choked out. “This … This is so hard for me and your mom. God knows what you must be going through.”


    Nicole was taken aback — her father wouldn’t usually admit to such feelings. She faltered for a moment, trying to formulate her next words.


    “Dad? It’s OK. We’re safe and warm and fine.”


    “Good.”


    Nicole could tell he was trying hard to be strong for her.


    “So, I’ve been tipped off that the feds are tailing me, and I can tell they’re close, so I’ll need to go quiet for a little while.”


    “Are you OK?”


    “Yes, I’m fine. It’s just for a day or two. Are you still with your friends?”


    “Yes. And I’m with Professor Barnard.”


    Silence greeted her from the other end. “Who is he?”


    “He knows. About Balancers.”


    “You trust him?”


    “Yes, he can be trusted.”


    “OK. But any sign of trouble, you call 911. I have a feeling you’d be safer in the hands of the Florida state police rather than the FBI. Got it?”


    “Got it.”


    “Take care.”


    As she hung up the phone, Nicole took a deep breath. Barnard glanced up from his paperwork and held her serious gaze for a moment, then returned to his work.


    “Make sure you get your food order in, Nicole,” Barnard said without looking back up. “Everybody else has already made their choices.”


    Nicole picked up the menu and started to scan the list for something she might like. Amy bounced over and put her arm around Nicole to get another look. “Oh, they have pizza? Nicole, add the pizza, too. And that.” Amy grinned and pointed to the picture of a bowl of loaded nachos.


    “Professor? Can we order anything?” Nicole asked.


    “Anything. Order everything on the menu. Just have fun.” He pointed to a handful of coins stacked on nearby table. “You can thank some 15th-century Spaniards and a pawn shop for this food.”


    She resumed skimming the menu, and before long had jumped to the back page with all the desserts. “Volcano Ice Cream Sundae. Feeds 4?” Nicole looked over at Amy.


    “Absolutely we need that! Get two!”


    “Volcanoooooo!” shouted Drake.


    “Volcanoooooooooo!” Ben echoed.


    “Hush! For God’s sake, you want to get us killed? Be quiet!” Barnard scolded.


    The group dutifully fell silent, but still managed to sneak in one last whispered “Volcanoooooo.”

  


  
    Money and Power


    Out of the gap in the curtains, Ben could see that night was drawing out. He’d taken a nap a little earlier, but was finding it almost impossible to sleep now. The situation was being made worse by Amy’s snoring, to which everyone else seemed immune. To him, her snores were like sandpaper being rubbed in his ears.


    Nicole had fallen asleep on one couch, and Amy and Drake were curled up next to each other on the other one. Scraped-clean plates and half-finished drink cans were scattered throughout the room — evidence of an evening spent recuperating from what the group had termed “the longest day.”


    Ben had moved to occupy one of the easy chairs next to the window. Barnard had been dozing on the floor next to the couch, his portfolio spread open on the small coffee table. Ben was taking the opportunity to look through the eminent professor’s research. It was humbling to see it in front of him — objects and original documents to touch and savor rather than mere scans and printouts. His stare had stopped on picture panels he hadn’t seen before. It was a triptych, a wooden object painted with gold, silver and purple. It depicted three figures, each sharing similar facial features and a particular cryptic expression. They reminded Ben of the Birth of Venus — angelic, androgynous, but concealing something. A secret power or a sinister heart, perhaps? Ben estimated this triptych was a couple hundred years old, as it had the golden embossing that he had once seen in pictures of artwork in the Vatican. Barnard had scribbled illegible notes on a separate sketch of the object, but the person who was the Balancer was set in the middle, arms outstretched to gesture toward those on either side.


    Barnard had translated the Latin script underneath the figures. The character on the left had its fists clenched and held to its chest. The person’s expression was inscrutable and looked a little like it was in pain, but there was also an arrogance to it. The inscription read “They who Take.” The middle character, with palms lifted, had its eyes closed shut, as if in deep thought, with the weight of decision reflected on its face. It reminded Ben of the saying about justice being blind. Underneath ran “They who Balance.” The figure on the right had its eyes open with compassion and its hands outstretched, fingers splayed wide. This was “They who Give.”


    Ben paused in thought for a moment. He had assumed that in the otherworldliness of what Nicole could do, nature would have one element — something that could balance it all — and that the giving or taking would be to or from the humans surrounding the Balancer. This triptych set things in a different light, and Ben drew an awed breath as he began to consider the implications of it all. It would mean nothing less than that Nicole wasn’t alone in her powers. A Triple Deity was a common pattern in ancient religious art and mythology.


    “Staggering, huh?” Barnard had been watching Ben pore over his research for the past few minutes. He wiped the sleep from his eyes and gave a little cat stretch.


    “Who else knows about this?” Ben kept his voice to a whisper, though he suspected only a freight train hammering through the room could rouse his friends.


    “Well, originally, it was just me and DuBois.”


    “But he didn’t believe you.”


    “He wanted to discredit me. That’s a little different. See, when you know a thing or discover a thing —any area where knowledge is power — you’re going to contend with people wanting what you have. In academia, for instance, it’s important to be the first to discover something. That’s how I met DuBois. He offered to pool resources, and academia is a cutthroat place, so I agreed. He’s a charismatic guy. Talked a good game. So I thought, why not? But he’s a talker, not a doer. He needed my research expertise, and for a while, I was happy to go along with it. I had a wife and kids back then, and I didn’t have the patience for all that faculty palm-pressing and sucking up to funding boards. DuBois did all that. Then we started getting approached by some government people. They wanted to pay us to keep our research secret. Trouble is, there’s one thing that you learn in academia, and it’s this: Publish or die. So I declined. First it was out of vanity. I didn’t do all this research to shove it under the carpet. You understand?”


    Ben nodded. “DuBois had other ideas?”


    “Not initially. Or that’s not what he told me. Think about it: He’d poured thousands of dollars into my research. He didn’t do that just to shove it all in a file cabinet to gather dust. Over time, as I looked deeper into the history of Balancers, our opinions about what to do with these findings became more divergent. For me, publishing was less about vanity and more about wanting the world to know about Balancers. This,” he indicated to the wealth of documents outstretched in front of them. “This is living history. Every man, woman and child on the street deserves to know about Balancers.”


    “But DuBois wanted the money, I guess?”


    “Money and power. So he started encouraging me to do as the government asked and keep quiet. It got so bad that, at one point, he threatened to halt my funding if I didn’t stop. I refused.” Barnard sighed. “Then he did stop my funding. Oh, he made up some gibberish about it all and stood by his assertions, but the thing itself isn’t easy to discredit. Everyone wants to know about the Fountain of Youth, but no one’s ready for when someone else stands up and says, ‘Hey, it’s here!’”


    “So he discredited you and buried the research?”


    “That’s what he wanted me to think. But I think you know what really happened.”


    “He took it on for the government to develop.”


    Barnard nodded. “At some stage, the government changed tack. Now people in the government believed in Balancers, and just the knowledge of Balancers was a national defense secret. That’s when they started to fear me, because they knew I wouldn’t play ball. One night I came back early from teaching at the university, and the feds were in my home.”


    Ben let out an inadvertent gasp.


    “You should’ve seen it,” murmured the professor as a tear sprang to his eye. “The worst of it was that they had no respect. It was all snatched up. Everything I had worked for — rummaged through and taken away. Of course, it was my life’s work, so I had to go and stand up for it. Hell, I gave them an earful of what I thought of it all. But they had guns. Then it occurred to me: They could take away my paper, but they couldn’t take away the knowledge in my head. Thing was, I got the sense that they would go for that, too. So I snuck out of there and just ran.” He sat back in his chair then, pondering the event like he was recalling the scenes of an old film. “He was there, DuBois, in the shadows. I swore he met my eyes for a moment, and then he looked away. I think our years of partnership gave me that one moment of charity from him. DuBois probably knew they would kill me for what’s in my head, and he was willing to look away once so I could get away. I’ve been in hiding ever since.”


    Ben let this sink in. “You really saw the dark face of the government.”


    “In my book, it’s the only face it has. The rest is smoke and mirrors. So, that girl,” he indicated toward a sleeping Nicole. “She’s truly special. Throughout history, she would have been worshipped like a god. We must protect her at all costs. Not just from them physically, but the tale of the Balancer speaks of her needing her friends. Whatever happens, you must learn from this, because these two other deities,” he pointed down at They who Take and They who Give, “may have already been found. God help us all if the government captures either one of them.”


    Ben let this new, dark information seep in. It would be a few more hours before he would be able to sleep.

  


  
    You Get Away From Her


    Nicole shuddered awake. Unsure whether it was a noise from her dream or whether it had come from outside the treehouse, she waited a few more moments, frozen in her spot. The silence of the dark before the dawn greeted her. Satisfied, she plumped up the pillows and eased herself up to sitting.


    Amy was dozing nearby, next to Drake. Looking over by the easy chairs, Nicole could see that sleep had also claimed the professor and Ben.


    Still alert, Nicole listened for a further noise. Everyone else in this room was calm and resting, but something was curling Nicole’s spine. It was the same instinct that had saved her and Amy in the forest fire, and for the life of her, she couldn’t shake it now.


    Then she heard another kind of noise, no less frightening. It was soft at first, hardly discernible. But she could pick out what sounded like footsteps on wooden planks and the creaking of ropes from the suspended bridges leading up to their room. It was too early or late for visitors, and the nearest treehouses were a considerable distance away. Adrenalin surged through her body again, and she gripped the animal-patterned quilt.


    There were muffled footsteps, and then she heard the screeching of tires. It was a car pulling into the resort parking lot. She nudged Amy and leaned forward to awaken Drake.


    “Guys?” she said, clearing her throat, and then uttering the word again, a little louder. “Guys, I think there’s someone …”


    But she didn’t get to finish her sentence.


    A nearby window shattered as a small canister flew into the room. Frozen to the couch, Nicole saw it roll under the desk. She sprang forward to try to kick it away. That was when the valve popped and it released a broad stream of gas into the room.


    It felt like claws digging into her eyes and throat.


    “Get out! Everyone get out!” Drake was screaming now, and Nicole wasn’t sure whether it was the gas or the shock that was dizzying her thinking, but things were spinning in slow motion, and the furniture in the room was all a blur. Nothing would stay in focus.


    Three figures clad in black body armor with helmet-mounted flashlights had entered, wearing gas masks and carrying automatic weapons.


    “Nicole!” It was Amy’s voice, clear and pleading.


    The smoke was fogging everyone’s vision and it stung Nicole’s eyes, but she could just make out the shape of Amy. She ran toward her.


    But then she heard another noise. It was like a low, metallic whisper. In the slowed-down, surreal seconds that followed, Nicole found herself wondering why films made guns sound so different from how they did in reality. The feds wanted to sneak in under cover of the night, and they were using silencers to do so.


    It was a warning shot. She felt the pain cripple up her leg, and she sank to her knees. It was the same leg that Agent Carter had shot just a few days earlier. Nicole knew it was the same people as before. They were causing her pain to get her disoriented so she couldn’t think straight. So she couldn’t Balance.


    “No!” she screamed. She turned back around as the pain coursed through her leg. She lifted her gaze to her assailants, and she saw then that she was being pointed at. Identified. They had a photograph taped to their sleeves and were comparing the photograph against her. She was their prize.


    Before she knew it, another of the men had grabbed her arm and was punching a needle into it. But before the masked man could push down the plunger on the needle, he fell hard backward into the desk behind him, with such force that the desk fell over. It was Drake, and his face was curled up in fierce anger.


    “You son of a bitch, you get away from her!” he roared.


    Nicole staggered to her feet and tried to hide behind Drake. She could tell fury was pumping his veins, and he wouldn’t stop.


    He turned to her. “Grab Amy and Ben. I’m going to push them away from the doorway so you can escape.”


    Nicole nodded, and, with a final burst, Drake managed to push Nicole’s second assailant to the floor. He then proceeded to rip off their gas masks.


    “See how you like it now!” he cried. The determined soldier underneath punched at Drake’s face, but there was no stopping Drake, who was struggling now for the attacker’s gun.


    “Amy!” Nicole cried out, trying to locate her friend in the chaos. Amy was screaming at the men to stop hurting Drake.


    Nicole started to make her way toward the direction of Amy’s voice, but her leg was throbbing with pain.


    What happened next changed everything.


    She heard another shot and heard Drake cry out. He went limp and collapsed to the floor, as if someone had flicked the “off” switch in his body. Drake was down. He had been shot. Three more shots followed in quick succession. Ben let out a small cry, and then he, too, slumped forward.


    These were no warning shots, Nicole thought. They were executing her friends one by one.


    “No!” Nicole screamed, trying to drag herself away. She watched as Amy crawled to her boyfriend’s side, and Nicole saw from the blood spreading out on her back that a shot had hit Amy in the chest. She screamed out again, but the room was turning dim, and she could feel several arms grabbing her and pulling her toward the door. Away from her friends.


    Barnard and Ben were both slumped over the coffee table, so they couldn’t help. Summoning force from somewhere deep inside, Nicole leapt forward and pushed one of her assailants down. She was going to kill him by Balancing to help her friends.


    But whatever was in the canister had already weakened her body, and the drugs in the syringe were making their way into her system. She had trouble focusing, and she couldn’t see the man’s face. She knew nothing about him. A cold knife of fear pierced her heart when she realized she couldn’t do it. She had moments left. A terrible realization overwhelmed her — her mind was failing, and she was losing the strength to fight.


    “Nix!” Amy cried. “The animals!”


    As Nicole pushed back her assailant again, the room went black. For a moment, Nicole thought they must have fired at her, too, and that this was the end. But then she came to. Although she could still breathe, she couldn’t see — they had put a bag over her head and were hauling her out.


    Aware there were only precious moments in which she could respond, Nicole concentrated on the only things she had in her mind: her friends and the animals they had met earlier. She might not be able to help herself or hurt the men, but she could try to save her friends.


    She imagined the giraffes, zebras and antelopes in the savanna. She took a moment of sadness for these innocent creatures, knowing that her love for her friends would need to win out.


    Recalling how she’d held her hand on one zebra’s head, she imagined doing so again, but this time, with sadness, compassion and love. Her hand began to draw life from the creature.


    As though she were conducting the life force from the animals in the park, she used her last strength to raise her hands. There it was — the life energy, suspended like a magical rain cloud full of vitality. Then she pictured Amy, Ben and Drake. She felt her love and compassion for each of them in turn.


    With her last moments of consciousness, she let the life force rain down on the room as she imagined a torrential storm of life pouring from the ceiling and drenching her friends with hope.


    Then everything went black.

  


  
    She’s the Best Weapon We Had


    Amy opened her eyes. For a moment, the dazed time between sleep and waking suspended her in an unaware bubble. Then she remembered what had happened, and she let out a little cry at the sight in front of her.


    It was a waking nightmare. There was blood all over her clothes, the floor, the carpets, and across the animal quilt. Now she remembered the gas and the terrifying assailants wearing masks. She recalled getting shot and the excruciating pain of the impact of the bullet. When she reached down to the sharp object jutting into her chest, her hand produced a crumpled piece of metal shrapnel.


    “Oh God.”


    It was morning now, and the gas had kept them unconscious for what must have been an hour or so. Now she pieced the events together. The intruders had shot her, and Nicole had healed her.


    Nicole!


    She scanned the room. Nicole was nowhere.


    “Nicole? No …”


    The truth was all around: The feds had finally caught up with them and succeeded in kidnapping Nicole.


    Her thoughts moved to Drake. He was still unconscious on the floor, and blood from the gunshot wounds had seeped into his clothes. Amy got to her feet and hurried to him. She took a deep breath and began unbuttoning his shirt.


    There was nothing. No bullet holes — just dried blood.


    “Thank you, Nix,” Amy whispered, relieved, as she wiped away a tear. She thought about waking Drake, but decided it would be better to let him sleep it off. There would be time for reuniting later.


    Amy felt a wave of emotion rise up and take her as she searched for Ben. Fighting back tears, she moved over to him. He was curled up in a fetal position on the floor.


    “Ben?” She shook his arm. After a moment, he woke up, startled out of his bad dream.


    “Amy! What happened? The men?”


    “They took her. They took Nicole.”


    “No,” Ben whispered under his breath. Then he thought about what had happened, and he checked his body. True to form, the dried blood on his clothes was the only sign of what had transpired. Ben sighed with relief.


    “I know. It was the last thing she did. She saved us but couldn’t save herself,” Amy murmured.


    “The professor warned me about this. We should have been more prepared.”


    “I don’t know how we could have.”


    “We could have taken turns keeping watch? Armed ourselves?”


    “She’s the best weapon we had. We’re no match for guns and tear gas.”


    Ben sighed. “The worst thing is, how do we even go about finding her now?”


    “Maybe he’ll know a way?” She indicated toward Barnard, who was still slumped over the table. A line of blood was trickling from his ear.


    They had to find Nicole.


    Amy scrambled for her phone, but realized it was not in her pockets or the drawer. They must have searched the room and seized their equipment.


    Fists pounded on the front door.


    Barnard woke up, wiping the blood still oozing down his ear.


    “Professor?” Amy was almost overcome with emotion.


    “Heavens,” he whispered hoarsely at the terrible sight before him. “Who is it?”


    “FBI. Open up!”


    FBI? This confused Amy. Were they bringing Nicole back?


    Rage consumed Amy now, and she flung herself at the door. She heard Ben’s protests behind her, but she was overcome with anger. She opened the door wide and shoved the surprised-looking agent on the other side into the balcony ledge behind him.


    “What have you done? You have no right to do that!” she screamed.


    “No right to do what? Listen, young lady. Listen.” He repeated the word “listen” over and over, as Amy shook them both with her rage. The other agent held her arms, but Amy’s body was shuddering in flailing fury, and she wouldn’t hold still.


    “I will not! Who the hell do you people think you are? You come in here, you shoot us, and then you take Nicole?”


    The agent glanced at his partner, who returned a puzzled expression.


    “Amy Madigan? Look at me.” Amy felt the woman’s cool hands cup her face. “My name is Agent Elena Velasquez. This is Agent Bishop. We intercepted a call from the hotel manager an hour ago. This is the first time we’ve come to this room.”


    Amy saw in the clear brown eyes of the young woman that she was telling the truth. She whimpered, and, in that moment, all the fight left her.


    “What? I don’t understand. Then who was it that took her?”


    “I don’t know.” Agent Bishop’s eyes creased with concern. “But look at you. You look hurt.”


    Amy shook her head.


    Barnard appeared at the doorway, still stroking the graze on his ear.


    “You’re too late. They got here first. You’d better come in,” he said. He opened the door wider for the agents to enter.


    Amy stepped aside and allowed Barnard to support her inside. It was disturbing to return to this bloody room. Amy knew she had witnessed the attempted murder of the four of them, but seeing the physical evidence of it painted everywhere was nothing short of debilitating.


    “Professor Barnard?” Agent Velasquez removed her glove and presented her hand. “Agent Elena Velasquez. I’ve read all of your work.” Velasquez shook the professor’s unoffered hand.


    “Then you’ll know who was behind all this.”


    “We’ve been trying to trace Professor DuBois for some time,” Bishop cut in.


    “Well it’s not just DuBois now. He has the whole of the NOR Corporation behind him. Nicole’s just the tip of the iceberg because she’s worth a lot to them.”


    “Now, slow down,” Bishop began, but just then, a bitter coughing started from somewhere behind them. It was Drake.


    “Amy?” Drake winced in pain.


    “What is it?” Amy ran to Drake’s side, sank to her knees and hugged him. He let out a pained cry as she squeezed him. “You’re OK. We’re all OK. Nicole took care of things.”


    Amy lifted Drake’s T-shirt and still found smooth skin beneath.


    “See. You’re OK. Look! You’re going to be OK!” Amy hugged him again, but he cried out, more fiercely this time. Then his breathing became hoarse with terror and a gurgling noise could be heard in his throat. She touched his stomach, and Drake let out an agonized scream.


    “Oh my God.” Amy prodded a little harder and felt the indentation of something small and hard underneath his skin. The bullets hadn’t come out. The bullets were still in Drake.


    Drake shook his head. “Something’s not right.”


    “Oh my God.” She glanced up. “Help him! Please!” she pleaded to Bishop and Velasquez.


    Bishop crouched down and grasped his radio close.


    “We need medical help up here immediately. Full gunshot crash kit.” Bishop held Drake by the shoulder. “Someone is coming for you, son. Hold on.”


    His throat dry, Drake looked up at Amy. He was drifting in and out of consciousness now, aware only of his pain — the worst kind of pain.


    In a brief moment of clarity, he touched Amy’s face. “Thank God you’re OK, Amy.”


    Tears dropped from Amy’s eyes as she gazed down at Drake. “Just hold on. You will be too!”


    He smiled up at her. That was false hope, and they both knew it.


    “Get to my father. He’ll protect you.”


    “I will.”


    “Amy? I … love you.”


    The prospect of great loss surged then, and a torrent of tears obscured Amy’s vision.


    “I love you too.”


    She leaned down to kiss him, but where his warm breath had once been, there was now nothing — just the silence of a stopped heart.


    “No!” she sobbed. She laid her head on his chest and held him as her body shuddered from her agonized tears.


    The medical team came into the room and paused for a moment at the sight of all the blood and destruction. It looked like there should have been many victims in the room to treat. Agent Bishop broke their confusion by pointing to Drake.


    Velasquez then gently but firmly moved Amy away from Drake to make room for the medics to begin working.


    Amy watched from several feet away, and she could see the confusion in the paramedics’ eyes and actions. It was clear from their expressions and questions that they didn’t know what to do or how to save him.


    “Is this a gunshot? What are we dealing with?”


    “Where is the entry wound?”


    “There is no entry would or exit wound.”


    “I’m feeling massive internal bleeding in the stomach, chest. His entire torso.”


    “Patient in cardiac arrest. I’ve got no pulse. Initiating CPR.”


    Everyone in the room watched, helpless.

  


  
    Time of Death


    PRESS had come to the hotel because of the freak animal deaths, which had triggered a special agency alert for possible paranormal activity. Now, Bishop and Velasquez were standing in a treehouse above what amounted to a slaughter field: zebras, giraffes, antelopes, gazelles and flamingos — all appearing to be sleeping when in fact they were all dead. If it weren’t for their past history with Nicole, the agents would have been worrying about all the suspicious animal activity. Instead, Nicole was their main concern.


    The discovery had led them to Barnard’s gory hotel room.


    Drake’s girlfriend, Amy Madigan, had to be dragged away from him as the paddles made their devastating impacts on his lifeless torso. Experience and years had not lessened that kind of pain for Bishop.


    Drake had died from massive internal hemorrhaging and general organ failure caused by a single bullet to the lower torso. The call had been made 20 minutes after the PRESS medical team had arrived.


    “Time of death: 0930 hours.”


    This declaration had brought with it a deluge of bitter cries from Amy. As the PRESS forensic team had moved in, Velasquez had commandeered the bedroom for the friends to use. She was now in the adjacent bathroom, with Amy, offering what comfort she could.


    Barnard had been able to provide the agents with the most detail about the events — they would have to wait to go through it all with the teens after a little time had passed. Amy, as it was, was inconsolable and in no shape to answer questions.


    Bishop paused, strong black coffee at his side. He would never admit to feeling helpless, but that was the closest emotion right then.


    Ben was sitting at the coffee table, poring over the manuscripts, looking as though he needed to focus on something — anything — rather than face what was going on in the room right then.


    Bishop sat down next to him.


    “If you’re government, then how come you didn’t know?” Ben asked without looking up.


    “It’s hard to tell. There’s so many layers of crap that goes on, sometimes I want to come to work with a shovel and snow boots.” He thought this blunt stream of truth would surprise Ben, but the slight boy only nodded.


    “I’m usually invisible to guys like Drake. That’s kind of how I liked it, too. That way I could tell myself it was them, not me. I could say Drake was different, but he wasn’t. He’s still Mr. Popular. Or was. But he talked to me. We were becoming friends.” Ben took a deep breath. “Are you going to be able to get Nicole back?” He turned and looked at Bishop. His eyes were bloodshot with uncried tears. He was trying to be brave.


    “I’m working on that. We’ll do our best to track her down.”


    Ben clung to this small shred of hope and excused himself to head into the bathroom to check on Amy.


    Barnard came over to the table to organize some of the material Ben had been studying. Bishop glanced down at the strange photo of the three figures. “This from your research?” He asked Barnard.


    “It is.”


    “They who Take, They who Balance, and They who Give,” Bishop read slowly. “So you think there are others?”


    “If the myth is to be believed, yes. There are three.”


    Bishop nodded and stood up, a grave expression palling his face. “I have a phone call I have to make. Senator Jennings needs to know what happened to his son.”


     


    Amy was sitting on the closed lid of the toilet. Agent Velasquez was on the floor by her side, trying her best to provide some female companionship. Amy had been silent for some time, having exhausted herself from crying. All she wanted was for Drake to be there, his arms around her, telling her it would be OK.


    There was a timid knock at the bathroom door.


    Velasquez met Amy’s eye. Amy nodded.


    “Come in,” the agent called.


    Ben blushed. “I came to check on Amy.”


    “Amy, why don’t the pair of you go on outside?” The agent stood up and helped Amy to her feet.


    Amy felt the slow ache of despair crushing her bones. She followed Ben into the bedroom, shaky and numb, and sat down on the farthest side of the queen bed. Hours before, in the room next-door, Drake had been fast asleep next to her.


    “I’m sorry. About Drake.”


    Amy nodded.


    “We’ll get Nicole back. I believe Bishop when he says they’ll do their best to track her down.”


    “I don’t care,” Amy uttered with a venomous hiss.


    “What?” Ben was confused. Amy, however, felt decisive anger beginning to course through her veins.


    “You heard me.”


    Ben paused and let Amy’s words sink in for a moment to make sure he’d heard what he thought he’d heard. “She saved us, Amy.”


    “Not all of us. Not Drake.”


    “She would have tried her best.”


    “But why was he last on the list? What was so good about Barnard? He’s old, and Drake was … he was young.”


    “Maybe she thought of us all, and there wasn’t enough energy to go around.”


    “No, that’s not how she does it. She has to think of people in turn and then transfer the life that way. She thought of him last.”


    “Maybe …”


    “It’s not fair! And I know she saved me, and I will forever be grateful. She could have just given me this one thing. But no. She … was jealous.”


    “Amy …”


    “She was! I saw it written all over her face. Just because I’m spending less time with her now, she couldn’t bear it. So, sure, she may have tried, but he was last. To her, he was the least important of all of us. But he was the most important person to me.”


    Articulating those words tapped into a new stream of anguish, and Amy collapsed into tears once again. After hesitating for a moment, Ben put his arm around her shoulders. She nestled her head into his neck. He could feel her shuddering as the sobs kept on coming.


    He could let her carry on like this, but Ben felt he had to clarify something. “Amy?”


    She emitted a low hum.


    “Barnard was shot, but it wasn’t a critical wound. The bullet only grazed him. So she only healed you and me before she got around to Drake.”


    “He was in so much pain!”


    “I know, and I’m so sorry. But in those last few seconds, you know she would have tried her best. It doesn’t take away the fact that she didn’t have enough time to heal Drake. But you have to know that she tried to save him.”


    Though his words were only skimming over Amy’s consciousness, they were beginning to make some sense. The anger was still there, though. It wouldn’t go away.


    “She needs us, Amy. Whoever these people are, they want her for her special abilities. We have to find her.”


    Amy wiped her eyes and nodded.


    Then suddenly, from the bathroom, came the jarring sound of a lion’s roar.


    Velasquez came running out.


    “What in God’s name possessed people to have the toilet sound like a damn lion?”


    Ben suppressed a narrow smile.


    There would be a time, Amy knew, when she would be able to laugh again. But it seemed so far away.

  


  
    My Sincerest Condolences


    The news that had greeted the senator as his sedan was traveling around the Capital Beltway had devastated and numbed him to the core. Jennings’ schedule was clear for the rest of the day, and this stop was his first priority. He had something to take care of before going home and breaking the news to his wife in person.


    He pulled up to the nondescript office complex in Tysons Corner and flashed his badge to the guard, who examined Jennings’ credentials and then lowered the hydraulic vehicle barrier ramps so the senator could proceed into the parking garage.


    Rather than spending any time searching for a parking spot, Jennings pulled into the first handicapped spot inside the garage and stormed out of the vehicle and into the office building.


    He rushed through the metal detectors and showed his credentials once again at the front desk, where the guards gave him a temporary green badge. It would give him access to the non-classified areas of the NOR Corporation offices. Jennings knew he would need a higher-level badge.


    “What color do I need to get to the executive floors?” Jennings demanded.


    “That would be a black badge, sir.” The nervous security guard held up a black badge. “But our guest system indicates you are only to be provided with a green badge.”


    “Give me that,” Jennings hissed, reaching over the desk and snatching the black badge out of the guard’s hands. Jennings threw the green badge against the wall before proceeding toward the elevators.


    He could hear the commotion behind him, but he ignored what was happening. Several guards were now surrounding him in the elevator lobby and requesting backup through their walkie-talkies.


    When the elevator doors opened, Jennings walked in, tapped his badge on the security panel, and pushed the button for the upper restricted executive floor.


    One of the guards had the courage to step into the elevator and stand toe to toe with the senator. “Sir, you are not authorized to wear the black badge, and you are not authorized to go to the executive floor without an escort. I’m going to have to ask you to return that, please.”


    “I don’t have time for this crap now,” Jennings said, and he kicked the guard, which knocked him out of the elevator. The guards were reaching for their guns, but Jennings didn’t move. “I paid for this place! I pay your salaries! You all work for me. Didn’t you know that?”


    Jennings punched the button to close the elevator door and began the ride up to the executive floor. Away from the disorder below, he took several deep, shaken breaths to try to compose himself. He was a drawn and defeated man, his gray face tensed. His usually convivial and open body language had shut down. His hands were rammed in his coat pockets.


    This was a day like no other.


    The pleasant elevator music provided an ironic juxtaposition to the crushing information.


    Your son is dead.


    There could be no words to convey the great, hollowing-out feeling that was ripping apart his bones. The dreadful range of emotions would come later.


    The elevator door dinged open. The staff in the private reception area knew of Jennings’ pending arrival, and they leapt into action.


    “I’m sorry, sir, you just can’t barge in here …”


    “I am a senator for the United States of America, and this company would not even exist without me. Stop me and I’ll get you fired. I’ll even have you arrested. So if you want to keep your job and stay out of prison, step out of my way.” Nobody expected such a direct confrontation, and the staff meekly did as Jennings requested.


    Soon he was at the door of the sleek executive office belonging to the man who would answer for his son’s death. He opened it.


    Professor Anthony DuBois was standing by the window, admiring his view out onto the metro stations and the streets below.


    Jennings heard the rushed steps of several armed security men behind him.


    DuBois turned around and waved them down. He then turned what appeared to be an anguished gaze toward Jennings.


    “Senator Jennings. Your son. My sincerest condolences. A horrific tragedy. Please, do sit down.”


    “I’d rather stand.”


    “Of course.”


    Jennings stood for a moment, his blood boiling while DuBois observed him with a mixture of curiosity and pity.


    “I can see you’re angry.”


    “I could kill you. With my bare hands. Right now,” Jennings seethed. He gripped the back of the leather chair.


    “And how would you explain that at the Capitol, given that we’re now your government’s highest-rated defense client? We’re your president’s darling. We’re the smart ones that do more with less. That would be a little awkward, wouldn’t it?”


    Jennings exhaled loudly. Part of him didn’t care and wanted to take this bastard down right then and there.


    “I know, I know,” DuBois continued. “It was so avoidable. How were we to know that Drake was traveling with Nicole to Florida?”


    “Don’t … even speak his name.”


    “You could have given us a heads-up, perhaps? Is that why you’re angry? Is it guilt?” DuBois leaned forward, an expression of concern furrowing his face. “Oh! You didn’t know, did you? You didn’t even know where your own son was these past few days. That’s not going to win you any Father of the Year awards, is it?”


    Jennings slammed his hand down on the desk.


    “Enough! We gave you a blank check to develop new technologies based on ancient paranormal myths, damn it. We did not give you license to kill innocent American children.”


    “Ah, yes. The TSP Project. Well, if memory serves, you didn’t mind killing innocents when we told you we might have to kill Nicole. Rather different when you realize, after the fact, that it’s your own child in the battlefield, I imagine?”


    “You bastard.”


    “All those slimy words and rhetoric, and you end up pulling amateurish — nay, schoolyard — dirty words? Look, Senator, I am sorry. But you were in on this too. However you want to conceptualize that for yourself, that is a fact.”


    “You were supposed to eliminate Nicole — not my son!”


    “Well, I didn’t kill her friends, did I? Amy Madigan and Ben Owens are alive. Now,” DuBois began pacing around his room, “if there’s one thing about Nicole, it’s that she will save people. That’s why we shot her friends. When you force someone to fight one-handed, you have more of a chance of getting them. That’s all I did. Now, if you’re wanting to cast some blame around, perhaps you might look toward Nicole and the rather shoddy job she did of saving Drake.”


    “I said don’t mention him again.”


    “Turns out, she probably should have just left him alone with the gunshot wounds. At least then the paramedics would have had a chance at saving him. But without external wounds, the internal injuries your poor son sustained — phew! Horrible!”


    Jennings shot forward and grabbed DuBois by the collar, ramming him into the wall.


    “You are a madman.”


    DuBois just laughed. “Madman, clinically insane, genius — whatever floats your boat, Senator. But that’s what it takes to change the course of history: madmen. And it just so happens that my ‘mad’ experiments will save thousands of our brave soldiers overseas. We’re going to revolutionize the business of war. Isn’t that a sacrifice worth making?”


    “And I understand you have Nicole now, alive. What are you going to do with her?”


    “She’ll live. But we won’t need her for much longer, anyway. We have someone far more powerful with us. And my genetics team at NOR has helped us match and even surpass Nicole’s powers. You rubber-stamped the paper yourself. Soldiers that can heal themselves — advances in technology will allow us to get as many of those as we need. Nicole Aaronson’s just a single girl, but I can’t have those PRESS idiots getting a hold of her, so we’re going to wipe her out of the history books.”


    “Stop this. Stop this all right now. I’m in control, and I fund you. I make the decisions. Nicole lives. Don’t touch her.”


    DuBois looked at the senator with something that amounted to pity. “See this?” He pushed forward a tablet showing a live video stream of Nicole. She was hardly recognizable — gaunt, bruised and afraid. “As long as she’s alive and roaming around, you can kiss your trillion-dollar military goodbye.”


    “What have you done to her?”


    “What should have been done at the outset three months ago when we first discovered her. You see, don’t you, how far she’s already come? It’s only going to get worse. Once her powers are fully realized, she’ll be able to crash one of your $2 billion stealth bombers just by looking at it. She could obliterate a nuclear missile facility by killing the staff from the inside out. She could kill you or me in a crowded shopping mall, and nobody would be able to prove it was her. She has the potential to be a weapon without limits. Right now, she’s still young, and we can still contain her. But next year? We may be defenseless. If you feel bad about it, we can release her. But you will regret that. Taking her out of the picture will buy us time to finish what we’ve started, and then we will be so far advanced by the time the next Balancer is of age that they will be of little concern.”


    Senator Jennings, for all of his incredible fury, slumped down into the comfortable leather chair opposite DuBois. He was in a bind, and his head was too crowded with grief over his son.


    He no longer knew right from wrong.

  


  
    My Friends Are Alive


    The prison was a large, rectangular room made of thick glass that was encasing liquid. It was like an industrial aquarium. White, shiny floors and ceiling. Polished. Clinical. Nicole had a bed, sink, shower and toilet. There was no access to natural light or even a switch for artificial light. That was controlled from outside. Nicole wasn’t sure how long she’d been captive in this room. It may have been hours. It may have been days. The one noticeable difference from the last time she’d been conscious was that her leg had completely healed.


    She had searched every length of the walls for an imperfection, but there was none. Between the two layers of glass, Nicole could see the cloudy liquid spiraling around and around, and it made it all look like a filthy pond. Sometimes the overhead floodlights would change from dim to super-bright, presumably to disorient her.


    There was also something familiar in here, and she could sense a powerful presence all around her. Then, with no warning, the room went dark, and she felt alone — apart from that feeling of something else there.


    She had recalled the treehouse room countless times. It made her sick thinking about it — about Amy, Ben and Drake. Barnard was on his own. She couldn’t be sure whether she had Balanced enough. Before, she had always been able to watch the consequences of her Balancing. The effects of the injection had now worn off on her, but she understood that the drugs in the needle coupled with whatever had been in the gas canister would have affected her Balancing.


    She had to stay strong and believe that it had worked, even if, like the skeleton girl in the well, she would be doomed to stay here forever. She would feel sad for her parents, but at least her friends would be OK. It felt so strange not knowing where or how they were.


    When the isolation became too much, she would count. Just keep counting. The time would slip away then. She had no frame of reference for time or location, and when she became bored of the counting game, she would do what Katniss from The Hunger Games did when feeling afraid: repeat the things she knew to be true.


    “My name is Nicole Aaronson.”


    “My home is Virginia.”


    “I am a Balancer.”


    “I killed Agent Carter in self-defense.”


    “My best friends are Amy Madigan, Ben Owens and Drake Jennings.”


    “My friends are alive.”


    Nicole paused after the last sentence, and a tear started to roll down her cheek. She knew she was lying. There was no way she could be sure that statement was true.


    But she also knew she had to keep control of her feelings. Whatever the government wanted her for, she would need all of her energy — and courage — to fight her way out of this prison.


    She heard the latch turn on the door to an outer room that surrounded her glass prison. Nicole didn’t move. She’d heard this before and had gotten her hopes up, only to find that someone was just looking through a crack in the doorway. No one ever came in the room.


    But to her surprise, this time the door opened and people were entering.


    Through the dirty, swirling liquid, she could make out their white lab coats. Scientists? Doctors? They were in some kind of conversation, but the glass barrier muffled their words.


    Standing up, Nicole banged her fists on the glass.


    “Help me! I’m thirsty. Please! Just give me some water.”


    For a moment, the silhouette of one of the talkers turned toward her, but then turned back to the group again, and they continued to chatter as though they couldn’t see or hear Nicole.


    “Let me out of here! Please!” she screamed, pounding again and again.


    They had tried to murder her friends and then kidnapped and imprisoned her. Now, they could see how afraid she was, how much she craved freedom — and they just ignored her.


    Fine. Then maybe she should show these people exactly why they should be afraid of her. She had to connect with something living to Balance against.


    The answer quickly revealed itself. It was all around her — the cloudy water. She touched her hand against the glass, and she could feel it. The tank was thriving like a primordial soup. There was an abundance of life in there.


    Clenching her fists, she concentrated on the microscopic life flowing in the murky water, and then she focused on the person who had turned around and ignored her. With her eyes clamped shut, she raised her open palms and began summoning the life force of the swirling water against the scientists in white coats.


    The first thing she noticed was a gurgling, bubbling sound. Opening her eyes, she found that the walls around her were turning blood red, as though the liquid inside them was boiling. The harder she concentrated, the more it bubbled. Nicole concentrated harder than ever before, and her anger grew. She was meaning to kill again.


    The figures outside the tank all suddenly turned toward Nicole and froze in place. She could hear their voices outside her prison growing louder. Each of them was pointing and looking at each other as if they were arguing, but Nicole could see no evidence of any effect on them from her Balancing. Only the intense red.


    “Ahhhhh!” Nicole screamed out, the tension in her mind from concentrating so hard beginning to push her to the limit. For a few more minutes, she kept going, but soon she noticed that the scientists’ chatter had stopped and that they were all just staring at her. Finally, she fell down and collapsed on the floor, exhausted. She had failed.


    She opened one eye a crack and could see the figures patting each other on the back. Nicole realized then that she’d just proved that their prison worked. It was a Balancer prison.


    She heard a click and then the whirring of an electronic motor. A flat-panel TV appeared on one wall of the glass.


    The TV displayed an image of a distorted digital face. Its voice was obscured.


    “Very nice, Nicole. Feel better now?”


    Nicole started to form words, but her mouth was too dry to get them out.


    “What was that? I can’t hear you,” the voice continued.


    Finally Nicole summoned her strength and screamed at the image. “Who are you? Why are you doing this to me? I have rights!”


    The figure on the screen laughed. “Rights? Oh, you actually think I’m government? No, I’m not with the government. My name is Anthony DuBois. You might have heard of me.”


    Nicole cast her mind back to where she’d heard that familiar name. She recalled a YouTube clip that Ben had sent her so long ago in an email. Was he the professor who was arguing with Barnard?


    “I can see you’re trying to work it out, so let me tell you a little more. I work with the government, but I’m not one of them. Which means I don’t share their ethics — shady or otherwise. And I make my own rules.”


    “What do you want with me?”


    “All in good time, Nicole. By the way, no need to thank me for the work we did on your leg. Nasty little wound, that one. I mean, it’s no match for what you did to Agent Carter, but still.”


    Nicole felt for the wound that was no longer there. She could scream over the irony of it all — no limp now but nowhere to run.


    “But before we get going, let me explain something. I really don’t care about you or your friends. There is, however, something I do care about. And I need you to do something for me.”


    “You must be stupid to think I’ll ever help you. After they’ve found out you tried to kill Senator Jennings’ son, you’re going to have a lot more problems than I can give you.”


    DuBois laughed. “Tried to kill? Correction — killed.”


    Nicole felt a thump of horror impact her chest.


    “No,” she whimpered.


    “I did kill Drake. And your friends Amy and Ben. And my old friend Professor Barnard. You and I did all that.”


    The words tore through Nicole’s heart. So it was true — her Balancing had failed.


    “Remember Agent Carter? He worked for me. You killed him, too. Oh, and Senator Jennings? He pays for me. He actually paid for all of this, including this ingenious prison that was custom-built just for you. We had no way of testing it ourselves, but I think you’ve just certified its quality for us.”


    Nicole felt the wrench of despair hit her.


    “Oh dear, Nicole. You’re simply out of friends, aren’t you? I think the only people you have left are mommy and daddy. It’d be a shame if something happened to them, too.”


    “No!” she shouted, pressing her hands up to the screen. “Not them. Please!”


    The screen then changed to an aerial view of a house. Nicole could recognize it as hers. The image continued to pan around the garden and yard. “That image you are seeing is a live video feed from one of my attack drones. And yes, it carries a missile. It would be a shame if I had to destroy your house and leave a crater in the middle of such a beautiful neighborhood. But don’t worry. We’ll make sure not to harm Mrs. Truman’s prized azaleas. Beautiful, aren’t they? They really have grown back nicely since the last time you destroyed them.”


    Nicole began banging against the screen with her fist. It was too strong, though; she wasn’t making any marks.


    “Let me know when you’re ready to help. I’ll give you 24 hours to decide.”


    The screen clicked off, and, almost immediately, the room plunged into darkness. Nicole was alone again.

  


  
    Ever Heard of Tazhbekistan?


    Nicole was dreaming. She was back in the forest, fleeing the wildfire, the thick, acrid smoke choking her lungs. Amy was in front, and together they had their T-shirts held up to their faces. Amy’s hair was long again, just as it … Nicole suddenly felt sadness. Even in this dream world, the terrible reality hit home.


    As it used to be.


    The dog whined to get their attention, and, after hesitating for second, Nicole and Amy turned to investigate.


    She had dreamed this before, but this time, instead of finding a child, they discovered Drake lying hidden in the undergrowth, blood seeping through his clothes.


    “Help him.” Amy turned to Nicole.


    “Maybe we can lift him together?”


    “He’s too heavy.”


    Amy then revealed bullet holes in her own clothes. “Heal him first. Please.”


    “I can’t!” Nicole screamed.


    She awakened.


    The room was dim now. Food had been placed on the desk next to her bed. There was a plastic plate of unidentifiable fare, plastic cutlery and a cup of juice. They must have come in while she was sleeping, but Nicole still couldn’t figure out where the door was.


    First things first — she was ravenous, and she scarfed down the food not caring what was on the plate.


    She heard the electronic whirring of the television up on the wall, and DuBois appeared again. Nicole put down the bread she was eating and took a sip of juice.


    DuBois pondered Nicole’s state for a moment. “I see all that senseless death hasn’t curbed your appetite.”


    Nicole finished chewing and then slammed down her plate with the remaining food.


    “Ready to listen now?”


    Nicole shrugged.


    “Good. What I want is quite simple. I just need you to pass along a message to someone.”


    “That’s it? Just pass along a message?”


    “Ever heard of the country of Tazhbekistan?”


    “Sure. It’s been in the news. It’s been harboring terrorists, and our country has been trying to destroy their camps.”


    “Yes, you’ve heard the usual thing. Disorganized, dangerous rebels have been training to destroy the western governments for years. However, what you might not know is that those rebels want just what you want. They want to live. They’ve been fighting for so long that today’s generation is just seeking revenge for the previous generation. And that generation is seeking revenge for their previous generation. It’s a never-ending cycle. My mother’s family comes from there, and people in her village keep dying. We have to find a way to stop this killing. Countries like mine cannot stop the violence; they are all in too deep. We have no one to turn to.”


    “That’s a sad story. But how does it relate to me?”


    “You are someone the government wants to get its hands on. I’ve seen all the FBI and Homeland Security alerts — you are their No. 1 most-wanted person. I suspect you know it’s true. They hunted you down because they’re afraid of you.”


    “They’re afraid of me? But I’m just a kid. Why should they be afraid of me?”


    “They fear what you may become. But that’s what makes you special. Because you can get their attention. You can deliver a message to the president in a way no one else can.”


    “All this,” Nicole indicated to the room, “just to get a message to the president?”


    “You have no idea how many ways we have tried. I have connections high up, but there are some areas even I cannot go. Despite our recent actions, we are not a violent people, Nicole. The government forces us to fight. My family and their people just want the things that America takes for granted — freedom and democracy.”


    Nicole finished her food. Her mind was buzzing now despite her tiredness. She had seen the frantic faces of people fleeing the violence in the region on news reports, and she had to admit she felt desensitized to it.


    “Didn’t you also kill for what you believe in?” DuBois’ voice was gentler now. “Agent Carter — the government — was pursuing you. You knew what was really right. So you fought back with lethal force.”


    “So, you don’t even want me to Balance?”


    “No, I don’t,” DuBois replied. “President Roosevelt once said, ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick.’ The government knows how powerful you are, Nicole. So you just have to bring them the message.”


    “What kind of message?”


    “We’re working on the precise wording. But it will be something simple, to make the president understand. You can approach him, get close, and then just … say it.”


    Nicole felt torn.


    “Nicole, you can stop all the violence now. Nobody else has to die from either side. Just deliver the message, and we will leave you be.”


    “How do I know you’ll leave me alone after I deliver the message?”


    “Do this, and I’ll have no more use for you. I’ll be leaving you next to the president. It’ll be up to you to control your own fate afterward.”

  


  
    It’s Pronounced Like a French J


    Two hours after making her decision, Nicole took a shower and cleaned up as best as she could. Although she suspected she was being monitored, her emotions were completely drained and she no longer had the energy to even consider worrying about her privacy.


    A pile of clothing like those she had been wearing before she’d left for Florida had appeared while she was in the shower. She figured they must want her to look as normal as possible.


    Nicole’s captors blindfolded her and escorted her to a long limousine parked close to the facility that she’d been held in. Based on the sounds of cars that she heard, she suspected she was in a busy area with dense, urban-like traffic. At least she wasn’t hidden far from civilization.


    A few minutes after leaving, her captors removed the blindfold. By the motorway signs, she established that she was close to D.C. She recalled the syringe of drugs and concluded that they must have knocked her out long enough to transport her from Florida back to Washington, D.C., without her noticing. In truth, the glass box could have been anywhere, and the past two days had been a strange and brutal warping of time.


    Waiting for her in the back of the limousine was a sleek, fair-skinned man with dark brown hair who introduced himself as Max. He had given Nicole 3-by-5-inch index cards with the message she was to deliver to the president on them. And then he’d fallen silent. She figured him to be only a year or two older than her. His hands were folded on his lap, and he stared down at them, as though in some kind of meditative state. Although he appeared strong, lean and athletic, she could tell that something wasn’t quite right about his legs. Max winced in pain each time he moved them. Regardless, even with weakened legs, he was more than capable of restraining her. Had they met under different circumstances, Nicole might have found him attractive and even considered Balancing to heal him. But as it stood, Nicole was determined to do nothing and let him suffer in his private pain.


    “Have you had enough time?”


    His soft voice had a lilt of a Middle Eastern accent, and it surprised her. She glanced up at him. He held her gaze with his hard stare.


    “For learning the message? Just give me a few minutes to read it over.” Nicole flipped through the cards several times for most of the duration of the ride. About an hour passed as her attention vacillated between the cards, her friends, her parents and Max.


    “We’re nearly there. Let’s practice,” Max said. He reached across and took the flashcards from her. “Say it to me.”


    “Mr. President, my name is Nicole Aaronson, and I have a message for you. Forgive my interruption, but the people of Tazhbekistan …”


    Max leaned forward and held up his hand to stop her. “Zh. It’s pronounced like a French j. Try it.”


    Nicole repeated the sound he’d made.


    “Good enough. I’ll prompt you. ‘The common people of Tazhbekistan asked me to convey this message. Our government is desperate, brutal and corrupt. Thousands of innocent people have been murdered in the fight for their freedom.’ Go on.”


    Nicole cleared her throat and continued. “‘We have tried to rise up, but they crushed us. Then your western armies came and sided against us. Though there may be reasons you haven’t intervened for us, the Tazhbekistani people implore you to …’” Nicole stumbled then. She had been reading over and over, but her mind was starting to waver, possibly from lack of sleep.


    Max took up where she had left off. “‘Please help the Tazhbekistani people. They only want freedom.’” Max’s voice began to waver then too, and a tear formed in his eye. He cleared his throat, pushing back his pain. “One more line?”


    “Oh. ‘That is my only request. Please do this for me. Thank you for your time, Mr. President.’” Nicole paused and looked up at Max. “I’m asking the president to do this for me?”


    “You got it. You are the Balancer; they will do what you want.” Max handed back the cards, folded his arms and looked out the window, his biceps and triceps muscling up under his shirt.


    Nicole glanced over the words again. She had been chosen to deliver this message because she was the Balancer. That was an interesting concept to her — that somehow her opinion might matter to the President of the United States. Max accepted Nicole’s power of persuasion as if there were no question of its success. Nicole wasn’t sure what to think about this. She studied him, and thought how his face still looked sad. He intrigued Nicole.


    “So, how come you’re here?”


    Max regarded her for a moment. “DuBois had family from Tazhbekistan, and so it was more of a case of me finding him.”


    Nicole nodded. “Your family? Were they hurt?”


    “Yes. All of them. I used to fight in the rebel army.”


    “You were in the army? You seem … young. Like you should be in school like me,” Nicole offered, genuinely sympathetic.


    “I wish I could just study. But I was forced into things that left me little choice. It’s a rebel army; they take anybody strong enough to carry a weapon.” He unbuttoned his cuff and rolled up his shirt sleeve to show her a military insignia tattoo. “But the last time I saw my mother, she made me swear to leave the country. She died when the peacekeepers stormed our villages.” He paused, as though to mark that event with a moment of grave silence. “Of course I honored my word. I’m an orphan now.” He said this with a detached tone to his voice, as if approaching the pain of it would swallow him up.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Max’s gaze had a look about it, like it was X-ray vision. “You know, if you just deliver this message, you’ll be left alone. That’s all my boss wants.”


    “I don’t have much of a choice either way.”


    “I know how you feel.”


    Nicole gave a bitter laugh in response. “Do you?”


    Max stared at her for a moment and then choked out a laugh of his own. “You know, the government sent me pictures of my own brother after they were finished with him. Pictures!” He screwed up his face in disgust for a moment. “The torture, the acts of terrible violence — I will never, ever forget. But I have to live. So when you have a power — like yours — it’s your responsibility to use it for the right things. You could do so much in the world.”


    It was Nicole’s turn to issue a small laugh. “No offense, but I’m not really feeling special. So far everyone would rather kill me and my friends than get my help.”


    “‘Everyone’ meaning the government, right? Because all my boss did was find you, lock you up and ask you to do this one thing for him.”


    Nicole scoffed. “He’s killed my friends and he’s threatened to kill my parents if I don’t!” She started to cry, but she did her best to hold back the tears. “Why didn’t he just ask? He could have just asked me to deliver the message. I would’ve done it. Really. He didn’t need to hurt my friends. From what I’ve heard, it’s a message worth saying.”


    This touched Max, and Nicole thought it made him feel uncomfortable — an unexpected sense of guilt, perhaps?


    “There’s an old saying we have back home. It doesn’t translate particularly well, but it goes something along the lines of, ‘The apple that is rotting in the barrel still has seeds that can grow a tree.’ Everything has potential, Nicole Aaronson. You just have to know how to find it.”


    Nicole felt that the more she talked to Max, the more she understood why her anger was not intended for him. Max was a pawn in this game as much as she was. He might be being pushed to desperation like she was, too. All they wanted was to convey a peaceful message, right?


    A Virginia University campus sign caught Max’s attention. “Just five minutes before we park. Why don’t you go through it one more time?”


    Nicole lowered the cards and took a deep breath. She began to recite the message, word for word.

  


  
    What Are We Looking For?


    Muffled silence blanketed the cabin of the cutting-edge PRESS jet. A bank of TV monitors lined one side of the plane, their volume muted. The 24-hour news channel was repeating images of the president’s motorcade as it approached a rally at Virginia University.


    Velasquez had attempted to boost the spirits of the two teenagers with talk of going home, but that had fallen flat. Amy was the most silent anyone had ever known her to be. Ben was aware that this jet had some impressive technology, but right now he had no interest in it. Maybe his usual zest for such things would come back when Nicole returned. It was a small consolation for Amy and Ben that they were on their way closer to home. They’d left behind them the kind of human wreckage they could have never been prepared for. It also distressed Amy that they’d had to leave Drake’s body behind.


    Barnard had been fast asleep for the past hour, legs up, with an odd snore escaping here and there. Ben hadn’t been able to sleep and was reading Barnard’s manuscripts again to see whether there was any further mention of the fate of the Taker or Giver. The triptych suggested that they could work in harmony. But although the picture presented them as being of similar ages, it wasn’t clear what other similarities they may have.


    The phone rang, and a communications agent showed the caller’s name to Agent Bishop. Bishop pointed to Amy, and the agent handed her the phone. She struggled to keep it together on the phone call to Nicole’s dad. Amy had no words for him, and had only agreed to answer his call out of duty. She got the feeling Mr. Aaronson needed to hear consolation from her, or at least her sense of worry for Nicole. But she didn’t feel it. The only loss she could feel was wider than the ocean, and it was all for Drake. At the time, she could tell Mr. Aaronson was trying to be brave, and he expressed his touching concern for her, but none of it could untangle the terrible mess in her heart. Velasquez held her hand throughout the call, which was punctuated by painful silences, and when it got to be too much, the agent took charge of the phone. Now, Amy was numb all over.


    Before Amy had left the treehouse, she had taken a T-shirt of Drake’s, on which his cologne still lingered.


    She would hold up the T-shirt and take a long breath of him. It felt bittersweet to still sense him, and to know that, in time, his presence would fade from the T-shirt, too.


    The worst thing was feeling so completely alone.


    All of a sudden, Ben nudged Amy, which made her jump.


    “Sorry, but where’s the sound?” he asked, scrambling around for the remote and hurrying to the screen. “Look!”


    On the screen, the president was standing behind a lectern outside Virginia University with hundreds of students crowding around him, some holding banners. The president looked suddenly confused, his speech interrupted by a disturbance in the crowd.


    “Can’t a guy get some undivided attention from the audience without being interrupted? Not a great deal has changed since my days at school.” The president waved toward the Virginia University campus, and laughter scattered through the audience.


    “Can somebody please turn up the sound on this thing?” Ben demanded.


    The forcefulness in Ben’s voice was completely out of character. “What are we looking at?” Bishop asked, moving over to join them.


    “I thought I saw something,” Ben replied. “There.”


    He pointed to a dot in the corner. Sure enough, when Bishop looked toward the screen, he could see a figure moving through the crowd.


    “It’s Nicole,” Ben asserted. “I’m certain.”


    He hoped they wouldn’t ask him to explain exactly how he’d managed to pick her out of the crowd — he had always just been able to do that.


    Bishop took a closer look.


    “I don’t see her.”


    “There!” Ben pointed.


    The figure grew closer, but then suddenly disappeared as a person in front blocked their view. There was further jostling from the students around Nicole, and then the camera returned to the president.


    The president began to wrap up his speech. “I’m not saying we are done with talking. By no means. But words without actions become rhetoric if we’re not careful. I, for one, am proud to be a man of my word. That is what we’re about. I say it, so I do it. That is what I commit to. And that is what we all expect.” The chiseled president stabbed his forefinger to the air to emphasize each word of that last sentence, and the audience rewarded him with a huge round of applause. “God bless you all, and God bless the United States of America!” he shouted to an even larger roar of applause.


    The scene on the screen switched to the lively crowd, and, off to the side, Ben, Bishop and Velasquez could still see the figure advancing until she got to the podium.


    The president stepped down from the podium and began to shake hands with members of the crowd, his security detail close by.


    “Risky strategy,” Velasquez commented. “He must really be worried about the next election.”


    “Not especially. Virginia installed metal detectors as policy, so no one there will be armed,” Bishop responded. Velasquez nodded.


    “There. You’re right!” Bishop recognized Nicole. She had a strange, trance-like expression on her face. He felt the adrenaline kick back in, and he clicked his fingers at Velasquez. “Dial me through to Division. The president’s men need to know ASAP.” Bishop leaned in close. “What is she doing?”


    Nicole was now on the screen, watching the president as he progressed through the enthusiastic crowd. She had an intent look in her eyes.


    When he arrived before her and shook her hand, she held on to his, stopping him from moving on.


    The president looked confused that a teenager would be so bold as to grip and hold his arm, and he locked eyes with her.


    The microphone following the president through the crowd picked up the distinct voice of Nicole, and everyone in the plane held their breath in silence.


    “Mr. President, my name is Nicole Aaronson, and I have a message for you.”

  


  
    Did You Understand My Message?


    Nicole watched the president’s face furrow in surprise. Behind him, two or three suited Secret Service agents moved forward, yanked the president’s hand from Nicole, and began pulling him away.


    “Gentlemen, I got this,” the president said, brushing off his security detail.


    “Hello, Nicole. What would you like to tell me?”


    “It’s a message I have to convey to you.” Nicole glanced down at her index cards and resolved to continue reading from them as clearly and loudly as she could.


    “From whom? Nicole, would you mind emailing me this message? I promise I will take the time to read it.”


    Nicole hadn’t rehearsed for interruptions, and the president’s eyes were looking down into hers. He knew how nervous people could get when speaking to him, and he was trying his best to give her a moment of his undivided attention before resuming his walk through the crowd.


    “Sir. We must move on now.” The Secret Service agent’s eyes were urging more than impatient.


    “Nicole, right? Your name was Nicole Aaronson? I will be sure to look for your email.”


    “We have tried to rise up, but they crushed us. Then your western armies came and sided against us.” Nicole could see more of the president’s security detail arrive. Some of the men were holding their earpieces tighter to their ears to receive orders, while others were reaching back toward their guns. All around Nicole, students were jostling to hear her, and news cameras were now trained in on her conversation with the president. Max had been right — if she had the ear of the president, then everyone else would listen too. She continued on.


    “Though there may be reasons you haven’t intervened for us, the Tazhbekistani people implore you to help the rebel factions in the south. They have secured the oil wells …”


    “Mr. President.” Now a Secret Service agent stepped between Nicole and the president. He pressed his earpiece to listen to the information coming through. Nicole could vaguely hear the instructions. Distracted, the agent shouted back to the person speaking in his earpiece. “Repeat that last order?”


    Nicole realized what was about to happen, and she wasn’t sure whether she had gotten enough of the message across to protect her family. Now flustered and with her hands shaking from building panic, she started to look through her cards to make sure she’d read every one of them.


    The nearest agent started to unclip his gun from the holster and glared at Nicole with a deathly stare.


    “Mr. President, they’re going to tell you that I’m dangerous. But please think about what I said. Did you understand my message?”


    Nicole raised the cards again and was about to repeat the message, but right then the president let out a cry of pain and clutched at his chest.


    Nicole gasped, echoing the shocks of others in the campus crowd.


    “Back! Everyone get back!” commanded the Secret Service agent, waving his gun. Screams rippled across the crowd as a surge of people began to push backward in the chaos.


    Several plainclothes officers who had been standing atop speaker platforms pulled out sniper rifles hidden near the speakers and proceeded to take aim at Nicole.


    With alarm pounding through her, Nicole froze. She didn’t know what to do. Was that enough? Had she fulfilled her part of the deal? What would happen to her mom and dad?


    There was chaos all around her. The president was being aided by his staff, having collapsed on the ground, where he was now writhing in agony. Fright surged through her, but all Nicole could think of was her mom and dad and how they wouldn’t be safe unless she continued to say what she had been instructed to say.


    The agent nearest to her put his gun against her temple. “Whatever you’re doing, stop it now, or I have orders to shoot!” he commanded.


    She lifted her arms above her head to surrender, but she continued to speak. She was in a state of shock.


    “We have tried to rise up, but they crushed us. Then your western armies came and sided against us. Though there may be reasons you haven’t intervened for us, the Tazhbekistani people implore you to help the rebel factions in the south.”


    With a gun being held to her head, Nicole sank to her knees. Just before she bowed her head, her eyes caught a glimpse of Max.


    While everybody was running toward the exit, Max was sitting in a wheelchair and continuing to stare at the president, his hands clenched and a determined expression on his face.


    A different group of men started to surround her and the agents then. Unlike the agents, who were in suits or regular clothes, these men were in state police uniforms. An older officer in charge who had a familiar voice pushed the gun away from Nicole’s head. “Put that thing away, son. She’s not hurting anyone.”


    She felt the force of an open hand press her head down to the floor, and she didn’t fight it, nor did she flinch from the needle that jammed into her arm, administering some kind of sedative.


    Captured and drugged again, she accepted her fate and let the darkness seep in.

  


  
    Meanwhile, Back at PRESS


    “Do not put me on hold again. The president’s life is in immediate danger!” Bishop barked down the phone. He could tell Velasquez was itching to grab it from him and embark on her own brand of diplomacy. “I understand you have noted my information, but I am not a news agency or some kind of junior officer. I have orders to give to the top of your chain of command. Immediately.”


    Then he heard the words he’d been waiting for.


    “This is Agent Lowe, Secret Service.”


    “Lowe, at last. It’s Bishop from PRESS. The girl you have is known to be extremely dangerous and has killed without impunity.”


    “We know. We already have our guns trained on her.”


    “That’s not going to be enough.”


    “She is unarmed, sir.”


    “But that’s how she does it. She can kill without any weapon that you can detect. Take it from me. If the president is in any duress, I order you to shoot her now, or you will have an assassination on your hands.”


    “No!” Ben leapt forward and tried to snatch the phone from the agent.


    Bishop pushed Ben hard enough for him to lose his balance and fall backward on the floor. Velasquez rushed over to restrain Ben.


    Bishop moved in front of the TV screen and watched the frenetic activity of the news networks replaying footage of Nicole kneeling on the ground, shouting her message above the clamor. The agents, with their guns pointed at her head, started patting her down, searching for weapons — anything suspicious.


    “Damn it, listen to me!” Bishop shrieked. “Now, what’s she saying? Is she threatening him?”


    “From what I can see, her eyes are positioned to the left. She’s reciting something,” Velasquez reported as she watched.


    Behind Nicole, the president’s entourage was surrounding their charge.


    “I can see your agents are confused by this,” Bishop began. Velasquez had never before heard the diamond-cut tone Bishop was now using, but she knew it would be effective. “Understand that the situation is not as it looks. Shoot her now, or you will have to answer for why you did not follow my direct order.”


    Ben stood by helplessly as the order was given again. He could see a new wave of confusion cross each of the faces of the Secret Service agents at the scene. Unlike anyone watching the video stream outside of PRESS, Ben knew of the unreasonable commands that were being radioed into their headsets. Trained professionals ordered to shoot an unarmed American teenage girl who had surrendered.


    Bishop flicked on the TV’s sound.


    All the news channels had gone live with the incident, as it had two guaranteed ratings-boosters: a major political figure in mortal danger, and an innocent-looking, unarmed U.S. teenager, assaulted by government agents. The usually pristine and unruffled news anchors were glancing at each other somewhat nervously, presenting on the fly as the screen behind them showed the shaky, blurred footage of the standoff.


    “The Secret Service is receiving some kind of instruction,” the female anchor began. “But, Dan, the teenage girl — who we are just hearing is Nicole Aaronson — has already surrendered. She is on the ground and has her arms spread out. Why is she still a threat? What can the Secret Service be expecting now?”


    “It’s clear that there is more to this situation than we know,” Dan responded. “Her T-shirt shows that there’s no bomb vest on her. But it could be more complicated. Think of drug mules — could terrorists have developed a capacity for bombs to be inside a human being?”


    “But if they shoot, won’t the collateral be worse?”


    The male anchor held up his hand. “News just coming in. It’s reported that Nicole Aaronson was carrying a message from the Tazhbekistani rebels. Here is a transcript of what she’s been saying to the president.” He then heard a further instruction. A flicker of confusion. “My apologies; we can’t go to that now. But, in the studio, we have a terrorism expert from Columbia University…”


    “He’s being silenced by the network,” Velasquez said. She muted the TV.


    Bishop couldn’t take his eyes off the image of Nicole lying facedown on the ground. She looked up at the president as she said her final words, and then glanced up at the camera with an imploring look before sinking her head to the ground.


    “For the love of God, shoot her!” Bishop cried.


    A long pause. Amy, Ben and Barnard stood in the cabin of the jet, waiting for what would happen next.


    “Report back!” Bishop hissed.


    Another pause. Agent Lowe cleared his throat. “That’s a negative, sir. Not like this. Not live on the air.”


    And then, on the screen, the consequences rolled out.


    Three armed men hauled Nicole up from the ground and cuffed her. She remained focused and silent as they dragged her away. Enraged, Bishop threw down the phone.


    Ben found himself sinking back into the chair, his body flooded with relief. Amy sat next to him and placed her head on his shoulder. Amid what felt like a million confused feelings about Nicole surfacing right then, one emerged strongest: What was happening to their friend?

  


  
    What’s Max Up To?


    The last time Max had experienced that level of chaos and panic, he had been back home in his village in Tazhbekistan. The helicopters had come out of nowhere, emblazoned with the crest of hope: the U.N.


    He had seen the hope written on the faces of those he loved. For a moment, they had emerged from their homes and greeted the beasts in the sky with outstretched arms as they would a returning loved one.


    But then the shooting began. The screams that followed were not just of fear, but of surprise. Of pain and disappointment. The dark angels looming above had been devils after all.


    Max had not broken his stare until then, but the memory of this made his efforts falter.


    It was enough anyway.


    Almost instantaneously, the president had collapsed to the ground, as though Max had been suspending him mid-air in a death ray. In some ways, that was exactly what it had been.


    He looked around him — there was enough panic and clamor for his next move to go unnoticed.


    Pushing down on the arms of the wheelchair, he lifted himself up and out of it.


    He gave his cramped legs a little kick — a few hours earlier, a large baseball bat had rendered them useless.


    Then, with a quick look behind him, he merged back into the crowd.

  


  
    Nice Afternoon


    The low hiss of Bishop venting his fury at HQ was the only noise in the PRESS jet aside from the engines as the aircraft banked left and approached the landing strip of Dulles International Airport.


    Velasquez had positioned herself in the seats near Ben and Amy, partly out of support, but also with the knowledge that during times of great distress, fresh intelligence material that may not have emerged before could slip out. She knew she looked as though she were deep into her emails, but she was eavesdropping for anything they might say. So far, they had whispered a few things, but they’d been careful to stay out of earshot.


    From the front of the cabin, Bishop barked his final orders, and then grabbed a moment to take a breath.


    He returned to the group, red-faced and with a frown imprint that told of how angry he had been for the past half-hour.


    “Damned fools,” he sighed.


    “Are they at least planning to use the cage?” Velasquez asked, hoping the Bureau was doing something right.


    Bishop nodded.


    “Cage?” Ben asked in his quiet way.


    Bishop glanced up. “You think she deserves a nice afternoon at Starbucks?”


    “You can’t prove she did anything!” Ben exclaimed.


    “Don’t worry; she’ll be comfortable,” Bishop responded.


    “What we’ve seen is purely circumstantial. The president collapsed while she was present. While she was giving him a message. That’s all.”


    “What message was it? She was bringing a message from Tazhbekistani insurgents — known terrorists and enemies of the state. She’s working against us now.”


    Barnard could no longer remain silent.


    “If she is, then it’s because your organization has done nothing to protect her.” He sat forward to bring himself into the debate. “In ancient times, she would have been worshipped like a god. You could’ve befriended her. Learned from her. And, in time, she could’ve ushered in a new era of peace this world has never seen before. Instead, your people have spat on her and hunted her down like a common criminal. You reap what you sow.”


    “I could’ve arrested her after she killed Agent Carter, but I didn’t,” Bishop replied. “I tried to show mercy. Now look at the damage she’s done.” Bishop waved off the professor.


    Barnard would not stand to be minimized, however.


    “That girl has powers beyond our imaginations. If the myths are to be believed, her path must be safeguarded.”


    Bishop sucked in his breath and began to rifle through a file that was sitting next to him. Finding what he was looking for, he glanced at Velasquez before facing Barnard.


    “With respect, Professor, I have seen firsthand the harm Nicole Aaronson can do. At almost every turn, my ‘organization’ — as you call it — has given her the benefit of the doubt. And absolutely, I now believe in a myth that tells us how people like her have existed among us for centuries. But in this century, a Balancer has already harmed at least one person through anger. And I don’t care if she was being attacked at the time. The law in this country tells us that we can use reasonable force to disable or kill an attacker.” He held up a photo of Agent Carter’s charred remains. “What I see here is not reasonable. That girl burned Agent Carter from the inside out. She would have realized the agony he must have felt as she did it, but she did not stop until she had killed him. This is the girl who just now looked to be under new orders from some kind of terrorist organization. I will stand by my assertion that she should have been shot. However, upon reflection, I understand the Secret Service’s reticence to go against appearances by shooting an unarmed girl on live television.”


    “This should be overseen by a higher authority.”


    “Really?” Bishop raised his voice. “Well, unfortunately for you, I’m the only authority here at the moment, so you’d better hope I don’t change my mind about the size of cage she’s in. Oh, and while you’re at it, why don’t you add this to your scrapbook.” He shoved the forensic photo of Agent Carter’s remains into Barnard’s hands. “Buckle up, everyone. We’re landing in five.” With that, Bishop strode back to his seat at the front of the cabin.


    “She’s not a monster! She’s kind,” Ben called after him. He looked to Amy for encouragement, but he didn’t receive the effusive stream of support that Amy would have ordinarily offered. She simply bowed her head and stared at her feet.


    In the span of 24 hours, everything had changed.

  


  
    I Want the Whole Truth


    It was a little like someone had pressed the “repeat” button on Nicole’s life. She had awoken in a walled chamber again, surrounded by flowing, cloudy fluid. But this one was smaller and narrower. Between the two, she liked DuBois’ cell a bit more.


    Food had also appeared from somewhere while she was sleeping, and she had eaten it hungrily. She knew it had been at least a day since the Virginia University incident. The piercing light in this place was different from that in DuBois’ laboratory, and it provided maximum disorientation.


    The first person she spoke to was sitting on the other side of the glass, not on a TV screen. Nicole recognized this guy. Dark beard, balding, looking wearier than she remembered him. This was the agent who had come to her house with Agent Carter and lied to her. He looked angry as the screen cleared and he adjusted his jacket.


    Nicole made a mental note not to trust anything the man said. She watched him for a few moments.


    “So,” he said, and then he sat back.


    “So?” Nicole responded.


    “So, tell me what happened. And I want the whole truth.”


    “OK.” Nicole drew a deep breath. “First of all, can you tell me if my mom and dad are OK?”


    This surprised Bishop. “Sure they are. I spoke to your dad today. And if you cooperate, you might too.”


    Nicole sighed with relief. “Could you make sure they have a guard or something? The people I was sending a message for threatened their lives.”


    “Why would we do anything to help you?” Bishop leaned forward as he said this.


    “They’re innocent.”


    “Sure they are.” Bishop scoffed.


    “Please!” Nicole was breaking and she knew it. She had tried to remain strong, but the past few days had pushed her to her limit.


    “Tell me the truth, and we’ll see.”


    Nicole gathered herself. “OK.” She took another deep breath. “So, you have to know that I didn’t hurt the president. I understand that he was hurt, but I have no idea what happened to him. It wasn’t me.”


    Bishop gave her a skeptical look, then opened a compartment on his side of the glass. With a flick of a switch, the compartment then opened on Nicole’s side, and she took out a folder.


    Nicole opened it and glanced down at the pages. It was a med report, with “John Lane Percival” inscribed on the front under the red words “Top Secret.” A 3-D image of what looked to be his lungs showed shadows and scars and … burning? Nicole lifted her eyes to Bishop for some guidance.


    “The president is critically ill. Looks a lot like what you did to Agent Carter. It has all the trademark damage of your handiwork.”


    “OK, truth? I had to do what I did to Agent Carter. I’m sorry. It was him or me. Carter was a monster, and he got what was coming to him. But I swear on my life, I didn’t hurt the president!” Nicole folded the file shut.


    “Then who did?”


    “I don’t know! You asked me to tell you the truth, and I have. I don’t know what more I can do. How can I tell you about something I don’t know myself?” Nicole protested.


    Both of them sat in silence for several minutes with their gazes fixed on each other. Nicole was the first to break the quiet. “How about this: I can start from the beginning. Let me tell you the truth. You can wire me up to a lie detector — anything!”


    “That won’t be necessary.”


    “But maybe then what I say can match up with what you know of what happened. You’ll be the judge of what I say. Please?”


    After a moment’s consideration, Bishop shrugged, and so Nicole found herself explaining the whole story — how DuBois had kidnapped her before she’d had time to save her friends, and then the Tazhbekistan connection and the deal to save her parents. It took a while, but it all tumbled out, sometimes with Nicole steadfast and composed, other times with her battling a torrent of emotions.


    Bishop listened intently to it all. The voice recorder was on and capturing everything for analysis later. After Nicole had finished, the agent simply sat back and blinked.


    “Did you feel for the Tazhbekistanis’ plight?”


    “Wouldn’t you?”


    Bishop nodded, as though something was clicking into place. “Well, see it from my point of view. In the time my organization has been trailing you, your powers have grown exponentially. Am I correct?”


    Nicole shrugged.


    “So maybe you just got too angry about it?”


    “No!”


    “Really? You can honestly say you know exactly what happened? You felt for the people’s suffering, which helped you deliver the message. Now, what if your outrage was just a little too furious? What if you’ve become so powerful that even you didn’t know what you were doing?”


    “But I did know! I felt some kind of life force around me, but it wasn’t coming from me.”


    “You don’t think for a second that you could have done this by accident?”


    “No!”


    Bishop scoffed. “This is my problem, Nicole. I can probably believe you didn’t set out to kill the president. But, if I am right, you have a power that you cannot control. You killed my partner.”


    “He was going to kill me! He was working with DuBois.”


    The confirmation of betrayal was gutting for Bishop, but he couldn’t let that distract him right then. “Nevertheless, you burnt him to death, and by the looks of the post-mortem, a little bit longer than that, too. Your kind of rage is dangerous out there.”


    “So, what then? You’re going to keep me locked up in here for something I didn’t do?”


    “If we have to, Nicole. You are being held in a state-of-the-art containment room specifically designed for your abilities,” Bishop explained.


    Nicole slumped back in her seat and stared at him with a total lack of emotion. She wasn’t impressed.


    “Our scientists built this based on a decade of research into Balancers. We know all about your skills. It’s a special bio-prison. See, the little squiggles are billions of bacteria cells living and dying. It produces a life-noise that even you can’t penetrate. Your Balancing skills can’t escape these walls. It’s the only one of its kind. If you ever try to …”


    “Yes, I know. If I try to rip your heart out with my mind, the fluid will absorb my Balancing powers and prevent me from destroying you.” Nicole paused for dramatic effect. “Did you know you can tell how hard I’m trying to kill you based on how red and boiling the fluid becomes?” Nicole flashed Bishop a devilish grin. “Do you think you built it correctly? Shall I test it for you?”


    Bishop wasn’t the type of person to be taken by surprise often, but the girl’s extra knowledge of the bio-prison was definitely something he hadn’t anticipated. And as much as he trusted his scientists, he wasn’t sure whether pressing Nicole’s powers was worth the risk. The government could cut corners and award construction to the lowest bidder, after all, he reasoned, so his confidence in the bio-prison was far less than 100 percent.


    “So sorry to burst your bubble, agent, but I’m not impressed.” She looked around the room and studied its various details the way somebody might window-shop for furniture at Ikea. “Yours is actually a little crappier than the one I was in yesterday. I like DuBois’ room. It looks like he had a higher credit card limit than you did.”


    Nicole was messing with him — this was a new personality trait of hers that had emerged from the trauma of recent events. Bishop simply made a note in his notebook and stood up. “We’ll speak again tomorrow. Between now and then, I’d strongly suggest you think hard about being more cooperative.”


    Nicole shrugged.


    Bishop hovered for a moment, then leaned across and turned off the voice recorder.


    “Because the thing is, Nicole, what DuBois said to you was a lie. Your friends are alive. Which shows that even you don’t know the possible outcomes of your own powers.”


    “What?” Nicole could hardly croak out the word.


    “I’m sorry to tell you that Drake didn’t make it. But Amy, Ben and Professor Barnard did. If what you said is true, then you saved them, Nicole. So you see, you can’t be an authority on all that you do, because I think otherwise you would have known that they were alive.”


    Nicole let this sink in. He had a point. When she glanced back up, he was still glaring at her, yet with something akin to pity.


    “Get some rest.”


    He turned to leave then, and signaled for the controller to dim the lights.


    As the door shut behind him, a wave of emotion engulfed Nicole. It contained so many feelings of pain at the prospect of being trapped in that place forever. But the agent had brought her a revelation that was like letting fresh air into her stuffy prison cell. Her friends were safe. There was Drake, and she would have to come to terms with that. But at least she’d saved Amy and Ben.


    There was some hope after all.

  


  
    Something. Anything.


    The phone call Bishop had been waiting for had come through at 1400 hours. The events of the past hour had led to him being promoted to head of the investigation into the president’s assassination attempt. At his request, the FBI had put through an extraordinary-measures order that would come into effect at 1800 hours if Nicole Aaronson could not account for the president’s injuries. At long last, he and PRESS had total jurisdiction. Yet for the life of him, he couldn’t summon up the relief he had expected he’d feel at this.


    He was beginning to believe that Nicole had told him the truth earlier. Part of him felt frustrated by that — that all of this could have been avoidable if only she had come to him sooner.


    He’d pondered the connection with DuBois and made a note to speak to Barnard about that, but it likely wouldn’t be enough to stop the wheels that were already in motion to banish Nicole and keep her out of sight.


    Bishop returned to the PRESS operations room, which was buzzing with activity, receiving minute-by-minute updates on the president’s ailing health. Velasquez was sitting close to Ben, who was sliding around a mouse and hitting keyboard commands so fast it was difficult to keep up. He was reviewing the footage of Nicole’s arrest at Virginia University on Velasquez’s government-issued computer. Bishop looked at her with a raised eyebrow.


    “He asked. I’m monitoring him,” she said in reply to his quizzical gaze. “He’s pretty good, actually.”


    Ben shrugged at her words and pressed rewind again. Playing the Virginia University footage once more, he paused for a moment on a still frame of Nicole’s imploring face.


    “I’m not sure what you’re hoping to see, Ben,” Bishop remarked.


    Ben shrugged. “Something. Anything.”


    “Can we go home yet?” Amy asked, glancing up from her smartphone. “My mom’s asking.”


    Bishop cleared his throat, resenting having to be so diplomatic with these kids. “We’ve spoken to both of your sets of parents, and they’ve been told there will be a delay. They don’t like it, but they also understand the gravity of the situation.”


    Amy sighed.


    Bishop paused before his next remark. “There’s something else you should know.”


    The grave tone of his voice grabbed even Amy’s attention. She lowered her phone.


    “The Bureau is going to act in four hours if they don’t receive convincing evidence of Nicole’s innocence in the attempted murder of the president.”


    “What do you mean ‘act’?” Amy pressed.


    Velasquez gave Bishop a no-nonsense expression and responded. “Amy, it means that they’re going to take her away somewhere secure.”


    “Secure? Are you joking? They’ll turn her into a guinea pig!” Ben protested.


    “The fact is,” Bishop sighed, “my team has been poring over evidence for the last six hours, and they can come up with nothing to support her story. There was some mention of this Max, who was her bodyguard in the car, but we can turn up no sign of him in the crowds.”


    “Can we see footage of her before she approached the president?” Ben asked.


    They’d missed something. He knew it. And he’d be able to get to the bottom of this.


    “I don’t think that’s going to be possible. I’m sorry,” Bishop replied.


    Ben observed him. “She was telling you the truth. You know she’s not a liar.”


    Bishop rubbed his tired eyes. “We can all believe what we want. But unless she can offer convincing proof of her innocence, then we’re going to need to restrain her. To make sure she won’t be able to harm anyone for a long time.”


    Ben nodded and glanced at Amy, half hoping for a smartass defense of Nicole. But Amy just slumped over the desk again, hopeless and sad. Ben felt disappointed. What had happened to Team Balancer?


    The room fell silent as the occupants became lost in their own thoughts. Bishop spoke first. “Professor, may I have a few minutes with you?”


    Barnard showed disgust at the interruption but closed his notebook.


    Ben had grown up a lot in the past few days. He might not have had the looks or the strength of Drake, but the job of rallying Team Balancer had now fallen in his lap. He sat down next to Amy and started to rub her shoulders, hoping to give her some of the comfort he knew she needed. “Amy, I’m really sorry about what happened with Drake. There’s nothing we can do to bring him back. But our friend Nicole’s in trouble. She needs our help now.”


    Amy touched his hand and offered back a weak smile. She knew Ben was right.

  


  
    What on Earth?


    Nicole was dreaming again. This time, she had awoken in a stone-walled dungeon — like the well with the skeleton girl Balancer, but it was somehow different, too.


    The girl in the corner was a stranger. She had short hair, a little like Amy’s, and bruises and cuts on her face. She was on her knees and whispering, a set of rosary beads circling around and around in her shaking fingers.


    There was the sound of drumming outside. It was grave in tone, as though it were heralding oncoming doom.


    The figure rose to her feet, and Nicole could see then that she was wearing armor and had a large red cross emblazoned on her torso.


    “Mon dieu!” she whispered, and then turned her gaze in Nicole’s direction. Nicole saw her deep blue eyes, and she realized that this was the same girl from the plane — but here she was, older. For a moment, she stared through Nicole, and then she began examining a wound in her shoulder.


    Nicole flinched, but the figure, who had not noticed her presence, remained unperturbed.


    Then the door to her chamber swung open. An archer in full battle armor stood in the doorway.


    “Mademoiselle, vous êtes prêts?”


    “Non. J’ai besoin de plus de temps. S’il vous plaît.” The girl pointed to her other shoulder.


    The archer hesitated.


    “Dépêchez-vous.”


    With supreme reluctance, the archer drew back his bow and took aim. The girl closed her eyes.


    The briefest fffst sound filled the room, and the arrow whistled past Nicole’s face, finding its mark deep in the girl’s other shoulder.


    The girl hardly made a sound. Slowly, she opened her eyes again, and she smiled down at the second wound.


    “Merci.”


    The girl attached her helmet to her head, and — dripping blood as she went — left the room.


    Nicole glanced down, and she then saw her own reflection in the dark red blood on the floor.


    She had light behind her — a bright, golden light — and her face was that of a young soldier boy.


    What on earth?


    Nicole woke up.


    Her glass prison was illuminated, and somebody had put out more food alongside a fresh set of clothes.


    Nicole eased herself off the bed and looked all around her.


    “A little privacy, please?” she called out to whoever was watching. After a few moments, the glass of the prison changed into a wall of mirrors.


    “Cute,” she remarked. She started to remove her clothes, and tried to avoid looking at herself. She caught glimpses of lank hair and dark circles underneath her eyes. There were bruises here and there, and she could tell her body was thinner. The worry and the stress had ground her down.


    Now dressed, she sat down and dug into her sandwich. It was important, she thought, to control her feelings and accept that this might be her life for now. She hoped Bishop would be good on his word to let her speak to her mom and dad. She enjoyed this rare bit of privacy and reflection time for a moment more, but soon she heard the sliding doors of the monitoring room and the unmistakable dulcet tones of Bishop talking with those guarding her.


    “Nicole,” he spoke over the speaker system. “May I speak with you?”


    “Sure. I’m ready.”


    The glass turned translucent again to reveal Bishop sitting in front of her, looking focused.


    “We’re not going to be able to patch your mom and dad through today.”


    “Oh.” Now Nicole could add disappointment to the list of the many feelings she was experiencing.


    “I’m sorry,” Bishop said quietly.


    “Agent Bishop, can I ask what happened to Drake?” Nicole felt her heart pounding in her throat as she said this. The news that she had saved Amy and Ben had kept her awake with excitement for hours. But Drake — his death was a mystery.


    “Sure. Whereas you managed to heal everyone else, you only partially healed Drake.” Bishop glanced up. He was hoping she might not need any more than that.


    “I sort of figured that. What was it about the healing?” Her voice quivered. “What did I do wrong?” Nicole searched his face for some clue, but his expression was hard to read. “It was bad, wasn’t it?”


    Bishop sighed. “He died, Nicole.”


    “Do you have a file on him? Like you had on Carter?”


    “I don’t think you need to see it,” Bishop replied.


    “Are you protecting me now?” Nicole replied angrily, matching his stare.


    Without another word, Bishop flicked his tablet and selected an image. He held it up to the glass.


    Nicole saw the CT scan of Drake. She felt as though her heart were bursting in that second.


    “The bullets …”


    “Yes.” Bishop put the tablet away. “If it’s any consolation, we don’t believe you were responsible for the outcome. The gas or sedative given to you — it must have done something to your abilities.”


    The bullets were still in him!


    Nicole’s mind raced at the terrible thought. Tears curled in the corners of her eyes.


    Bishop inhaled. “Nicole, you and I aren’t so dissimilar. And the first thing you learn in this game is that you can’t save everyone. Because if you’ve saved everyone, then chances are you’re dead.”


    Nicole stared ahead of her. Her body was numbing her to the pain of realizing what she had done to Drake.


    Maybe I’d be better off dead.


    “Is there anything else you’ve forgotten to tell me about what happened to the president? Anything more you want to add?” Bishop looked at her, almost imploringly.


    Nicole tried to process the question, but seemed unable to respond.


    Bishop decided to change the subject. “You know your friends have been racking their brains out there.”


    Nicole gave a lost smile. “They’re here? Can I see them?”


    Bishop was speechless, and Nicole noticed his unexpected silence. “Amy’s mad at me, isn’t she? The way he died — Amy must be devastated.”


    Bishop gave no response. He tapped his fingers on the counter in front of him and sucked in some breath. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Nicole, but if you don’t come up with anything new, the Bureau is going to arrive in two hours to transfer you to a permanent secure facility.”


    “Where?”


    Bishop sighed. “Even I don’t know.”


    “But Amy and Ben — they’re going to be freed, right? And my parents? You’ll make sure they’re guarded. Just in case DuBois finds them?” Then the tears ran, and Nicole clutched at the napkin on her plate.


    Bishop felt ashamed. Whatever she was, powerful or uncontrollable or both, Nicole was also just a teenage girl.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, wiping her face. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just promise me you’ll make sure they’re all safe. That’s all I ask. Please.”


    “You have my word,” Bishop promised.


    It was 1700 hours when the 6-foot-square glass cube arrived. Two agents brought it to the revolving hatch at the side of Nicole’s cell. It looked to be made out of the same double-glazed bio-glass that both DuBois and the PRESS agents had used for her.


    The hatch moved around in the air lock, and a mechanical plate then conveyed the cube toward Nicole.


    “Is this how I’ll be leaving?”


    “Yep.”


    “I don’t know why you bothered to give me shoes,” Nicole retorted. It was an odd thing to say, but it reflected the ridiculous situation she found herself facing.


    “I’m sorry. It’s for your own safety.”


    “What? Is it bulletproof glass or something?”


    The expression on Bishop’s face suggested that it was.


    “Oh,” Nicole murmured. “You’re not taking any chances, are you?”


    “No, we’re not. So, it’s a little past 5. They’re coming at 6,” he said.


    “Will I be able to speak to my parents when I’m there?”


    “To be honest, I don’t know. Sorry.”


    “It’s OK,” Nicole sighed. “I appreciate your honesty.”


    Silence. Nicole stared at her feet. Never had she felt so helpless as she did then.

  


  
    Be My Guest


    Bishop arrived at the door to his office, exhausted and stressed. Just as he reached out for the door handle, Velasquez opened the door and eased out of the room. She had a guilty look on her face and a whiteboard marker in her hand.


    “Don’t fire me?” she said.


    Before Bishop could reply, she opened the door wider to reveal that his office was now a kind of makeshift operations room. Barnard was presiding, his portfolio spread out on the long meeting table. Carry-out cartons and soda cans littered the desk, and Ben was working away on a laptop.


    “What in God’s name? …” Bishop began. But as Velasquez returned to the whiteboard, he could see what had been going on.


    The board was a living mind map of Nicole’s recorded transcript, with key words linked up to others. The name “DuBois” was at the center of it — his link between Balancers, Takers and Givers was the key to unlocking the mystery of what had happened to the president.


    “I admire your perseverance, but I’ve already gone through this a hundred times.” Bishop sat down and took up a half-eaten box of carry-out Chinese food. Still warm, he shrugged to himself and dug in.


    “You have,” Velasquez remarked. She began pacing. “But you know, Bishop, when a case got stuck, my dad would work like this. Sometimes, when I was a kid, I’d wake up in the middle of the night, go downstairs to get a glass of water, and there he’d be in his study. Those were the days before Post-it notes, so he’d had a huge blackboard built. He bought a pack of artists pastels, and that’s what he’d use on the board. Nuances — everything was teased out. He’d erase ideas, move things around, draw all kinds of links. He’d say, ‘When you have a hunch about something, but the way the facts look don’t point to a clue, then change the way the facts look.’”


    Bishop nodded.


    “Do you mind if we continue?” Velasquez asked.


    “Be my guest.”


    “Good. Because we’ve got less than an hour, and we’ll need all the time we can get. Ben?”


    Ben pressed play on her laptop, and Nicole’s voice echoed across the room.


    “He said his mother was from Tazhbekistan, and that was why he said he was compelled to send this message.”


    Just then, Barnard clicked his fingers, and Ben stopped the recording. When he spoke, it was with pure excitement.


    “Wait, wait, wait. There is no way DuBois has Tazhbekistani heritage. I met his parents at a postdoc graduation. They’re as French as the Eiffel Tower.”


    “Good!” Velasquez announced. She moved to the whiteboard, scrubbed out the words “DuBois” and “revenge,” and replaced them with a question mark.


    “Senator Jennings is another link,” Ben offered.


    In the corner of the room, Amy flinched at the mention of Drake’s father. “He wouldn’t hurt Drake,” she retorted.


    “But if he was funding this top-secret research,” Velasquez began, “he would only know a certain amount about it. He’d only be looking at the progress reports; he wouldn’t have time to know every detail. So, let’s say for a second that DuBois wasn’t lying about that too. That he’d been hired by government contractors to trap a Balancer.”


    “That was why Carter was working with DuBois,” Bishop said. The room fell silent, and Velasquez gave her partner points for connecting the dots faster than she’d expected. “I saw the messages myself,” he added, “and it tallies with your assertion, Professor, that the government has been extremely interested in Balancers for a while.”


    Barnard nodded. “I appreciate your candor, Agent Bishop.”


    “But Max was Tazhbekistani, right?” Bishop asked through a mouthful of noodles.


    “So she said,” Ben piped up.


    Things were beginning to move together a little differently now for Bishop. “So, DuBois was tricking Nicole into thinking he had a legitimate message, and Nicole said that when she was traveling with Max, his reason for working with DuBois seemed to be based on Tazhbekistani loyalty,” Bishop said.


    “I see what you mean,” Barnard considered. “What we’re establishing is that Max thinks that DuBois is legitimately Tazhbekistani. DuBois lied to Nicole and Max because he wants them to believe his interests are purely political. We, however, know that he’s a greedy, bloodsucking son of a …” Barnard trailed off, aware of the surprised eyes peeled widely open around him. He cleared his throat. “The key here, I think, is moving more toward Max.”


    “We’ve bookmarked the Max section on the audio recording,” Velasquez chipped in. “Ben, can we skip to it?”


    Ben nodded, and after a few taps on his laptop, pressed play.


    “Max, he made a lot of sense. His whole family was wiped out in the war. He says the Tazhbekistanis want democracy, but that the western governments won’t hear it because there are resources in the region that are more important, like oil. No one will help them, so this message was the only way to get to the president.”


    Standing next to Ben, Velasquez stopped playback.


    “I think you’re wasting your time,” Bishop said, crunching up his noodle box, lobbing it at the nearby wastepaper bin, and leaving the room.


    Ben started clicking on menus and windows that the staff had never even known existed. And the more he clicked, the more adept at the advanced features of the system he became. After several minutes of flashing windows, hotkeys and rapid mouse movements, Ben found something.


    “Bingo!” he yelled. “That must be Max. He’s the guy sitting down, watching the president while everybody else is running away.”


    “He’s not in a hurry to leave, is he?” Velasquez noted.


    “OK. So we’ve got the guy who drove Nicole to the speech. He’s sitting down, staring at the president while everybody else is running. Is that going to be enough?” Ben asked.


    “I don’t think so. That’s so little to go on. We need one more thing.”


    Ben opened the image file. Again and again he looked over it. The zoomed image provided by the facial-recognition software of Max showed him staring at the president. Ben sat back and scanned through the digital media again, while all the while Velasquez maintained an awed silence at watching him at work.


    Ben kept moving the video forward, then back, forward then back. But, by accident, he forgot to stop the video the last time he shuttled it forward, and it kept playing. After the crowd had left, he finally saw the one more thing they needed.


    It was the simplest of things, but it said so much.


    It was an empty wheelchair, parked where Max had been sitting before. Max was nowhere in sight.

  


  
    He’s Like Nicole


    Ben had never run so fast in his life. Even when he had been chased by bullies at school, his feet had never pounded the ground this heavily.


    He pushed past PRESS workers in a bustling hallway, ran through doors and bypassed an elevator to take the fire escape. Velasquez was at his side every step of the way; Amy was chasing behind him, not quite understanding the meaning of the wheelchair.


    Finally, they made it to Nicole’s floor, just at the moment the guards were wheeling her out.


    They had encased her in the bio-glass cage, and she was being escorted by four armed guards. It was the first time Ben had seen the bio-prison, and, at first, it looked like Nicole was breathing underwater.


    “Nicole!” he shouted, half grinning and half horrified at the state she was in.


    Nicole’s face brightened at the sight of her friend, and she held up her hand to touch the glass as if she could reach him.


    The doors burst open again and an out-of-breath Bishop held out his hand to stop them. “Agent Bishop. I order you to stand down.”


    With a brief exchange of looks, the guards did as instructed.


    “What is it, Velasquez?” Bishop asked, turning to his partner.


    “He has something. Go on, Ben.”


    “OK,” Ben stammered, struggling to compose himself. “The guy. Max. He’s a Taker. He’s like Nicole, but different. And he was sitting the whole time, but then he left his wheelchair behind.”


    “What the hell does that mean?”


    Ben grabbed Velasquez’s tablet and enlarged the video, paused on a grainy but still-discernible image of a dark-haired, sleek young man.


    “Nicole, is this him? Is this Max?” Nicole’s gray-hooded eyes sprang to life.


    “That’s him.”


    “But there’s more. Look. People running. Max stays sitting. More people running. Max still sitting.” Ben continued to fast-forward through the video. “Then, watch — after most of the people have left, he stands up and walks away with the remaining crowd, leaving behind his wheelchair.” The final video frame showed an empty, abandoned wheelchair where Max had been sitting.


    Nicole tapped hard on the glass and pointed to the tablet. “Max was injured when we first arrived. He was in pain and couldn’t walk.”


    Without further thought, Bishop grabbed the extraordinary-measures papers from the hand of one of the armed guards and ripped them in two.


    “Release Nicole Aaronson immediately,” Bishop ordered. “Whomever I need to account to for this, I will take responsibility.”


    The escorting guards stared at him, puzzled.


    Bishop felt anger rise in him at his orders being questioned. “Now!” he shouted. “We have work to do.”


    Within moments, the latches had been undone on Nicole’s glass container and the airtight seal had been released. The guards quickly opened one side of the bio-prison. With numbed legs and an almost despairing heart, Nicole burst out and into Ben’s arms.


    Seeing her so gaunt and distressed tugged at Amy’s heart. Pushing aside all the recent trauma and pain, Amy put her arms around her friends.


    Team Balancer was reunited at last.

  


  
    More to This Myth


    What was it about showers that somehow peeled off a layer of even the most horrendous experiences? It was Nicole’s third in the space of what she figured was 24 hours, but it was this one that had mattered. This one spelled freedom. So she had taken her time and let the hot jets of water stream over her aching limbs.


    As she sat in the PRESS briefing room, her wet hair combed back, with Ben on one side and Amy on the other, she came to terms with what had happened. It felt strange that Drake wasn’t with them. She wondered how she was going to approach Amy about it. Even though her best friend had hugged her when they’d reunited, she was now drawn and sad.


    The documents spread out in front of Nicole were similar to those Ben had scanned and shown her back home, but some new ones had also emerged. Barnard had eased an antique, wooden-framed picture out of protective casing and laid it in front of her. He explained it was a classical religious design — a triptych. Inlaid with precious paint and gold leaf, its value was immeasurable.


    Agents Bishop and Velasquez sat at either heads of the table, and Barnard was standing in front of a large screen.


    “According to all the ancient texts I’ve studied, there can only ever be one Balancer. But,” the silver-haired professor continued, “there has been this recurring symbol that we can see in the triptych in Nicole’s hand there.” He brought the image up on the screen. “There’s light and dark, and the Balancer in the middle. Now, according to prophecy, there are three deities. Nicole is the Balancer in the center — we know this based on her abilities. And there is the light and dark on either side. This one — he’s the dark one. The Taker,” Barnard said, gesturing to one side of the triptych.


    “You think that’s Max, right?” Nicole clarified.


    “It’s our best guess,” Barnard replied.


    “Now, there is more to this myth,” Barnard continued. “Throughout history, the three deities have been scattered around the world. In ancient times, because of geography and limited travel distance, they could never have met, of course. But the past century has seen people from all over the world having an unimaginable flexibility of travel. Distances have been shrinking. Who were these mythical deities? Why were they — you — picked? I can’t say. It’s possibly beyond any mortal’s comprehension. But what is clear is that these three individuals are guardians or observers who watch over all living things and, in so doing, keep the world in balance. However, it is foretold,” Barnard drew a breath, “that if ever all three deities were to meet, then it would signify the End of Days. And this ancient scripture says that the world would end through some kind of final battle.”


    “So we may need to keep them away from each other?” Velasquez looked up from her notes.


    “Ideally, yes. But that’s only if they — or those influencing them — want that. See, what you also have to take into account here is motivation. The Balancer,” he indicated toward Nicole, “always has a dilemma. She has the powers of both of the others combined. She can bestow either healing or death. Whereas the Giver will have to be altruistic in order to offer its own health to heal others, the Taker will simply steal health away for itself. That in its very makeup requires a certain contrasting attitude between the Giver and the Taker — unless, of course, they refuse their calling and don’t act on their gifts.”


    “So, Max is the Taker, and DuBois and NOR Corporation are developing something using him,” Nicole said. “That would explain why they needed their own bio-prison in the first place. It wasn’t for me — it was for Max.”


    “That’s how it looks,” Bishop replied.


    “Does that make Max the strongest?” Amy asked.


    “No. But his intentions may be the most evil. I expect you could have evil Balancers and evil Givers. But the very nature of what Max does — feeding off of death and suffering — means he is more likely to lean that way.”


    “And I believe Max and DuBois tricked you.” Bishop leaned forward and looked Nicole dead in the eyes. “Max was passionate about his cause — so much so that he was willing to kill the president. You were in place, possibly, as a decoy. Or possibly for another reason.”


    “You think they want to get rid of her?” Velasquez asked, vocalizing what Bishop was alluding to.


    “Well, look at it from their point of view,” Bishop offered. “If they’re developing a new power based on the Taker, then the Balancer could rectify every bit of damage they seek to do. Who knows if they’ve already found and paralyzed the Giver? Our Balancer has the power to control any life around her without bounds. What better way to destroy her than to expose her as evil and lock her away in a bio-prison?”


    It was then that Nicole felt she could finally take a breath of relief. Those words, spoken by the same agent who had been hunting her down ever since the fateful wildfire — she had never thought she would hear them uttered from his mouth. “Our Balancer.” Bishop did not say this phrase in disgust, but with empathy. Nicole could see that Bishop was including her in his circle of trust.


    Overwrought, she held her hand up to her face and told herself to be brave. But she had been brave for too long to hold back anymore, and soon the tears came.


    “I think that’s enough for now,” Bishop said. “Nicole, your parents are patched in if you want to speak to them. Oh, and one more thing.” He nodded to Velasquez, who then sent a text message from her phone.


    As Bishop helped Nicole her feet, the door to the briefing room opened and a guard walked in, escorting a familiar face. He was no longer wearing a checkered shirt, but his blue eyes were more vivid than ever, and he was smiling at her, as though the world were simple again.


    “Jason,” Nicole smiled.


    “Hey, Nicole.” He held up his hand in a half-wave. She rushed into his arms.


    “After the hijacking, we had to keep him for interrogation,” Bishop said. “He appeared to be willing to lie for you and even head to prison, so we weren’t sure if he was part of some greater plan.” Then Bishop let out a sigh. “But it turns out he’s just a guy who likes you,” the agent quipped.


    There was a moment of levity in the room, but, for their own reasons, neither Ben nor Amy could share Nicole’s delight over the reunion with Jason.


    Then the attending guard cleared his throat. “Sir. There’s something else?”


    “What is it?” Bishop said, collecting his files.


    “It’s the president, sir. It’s feared he won’t survive this evening.”


    Bishop’s smile faded. A respectful hush fell around the room.


    “Nicole?” Bishop asked.


    Nicole nodded. It was time to get to work.

  


  
    It’s Too Quiet


    Maximilian Karakov stood in the warm evening breeze and surveyed the tall, imposing structure that was the National Military Medical Center. The fake ID provided by DuBois had fooled the guards on duty at the gate, so Max and his four heavily armed companions had passed through without unnecessary deaths. It was always better that way. Despite everything that was about to happen, Max did have a personal code of trying to avoid needless harm.


    He had to admit, the hospital was an impressive structure. Although showing its age, its massive campus stretched out across many acres. Max found it ironic that the president was being treated here, alongside the same injured soldiers he regularly ordered to fight for him overseas.


    “Ready?” The mercenary heading up the assault was getting impatient. He offered Max a metal helmet.


    Max nodded and, receiving the cap, secured it to his head.


    “In five.”


    The mercenary began to count down on his fingers. When he reached “two,” however, Max rolled his eyes and began to walk toward the doors of the hospital without regard for the official countdown to action. It always amused him to see these special-operations guys run through their dialogue as though they were in a Tom Clancy novel. There was something arrogant about them, strutting around in the body armor that used Max’s own blood to repair any injury that the men might endure. It was Max’s gift that was going to deliver justice; the fools who guarded him were a dime a dozen.


    From almost the moment he reached the automatic doors, Max knew something was awry.


    They entered the reception area to find it empty of soldiers and civilians alike.


    “It’s too quiet,” he began, but before he was able to finish, he heard in the distance the unmistakable sound of boots running on linoleum.


    “Down!” commanded the mercenary captain.


    But Max continued forward. Up ahead, a wave of soldiers burst through the swinging doors and began to fire without warning.


    As instructed, the four mercenaries returned fire at the soldiers on the flank.


    Three, four, five bullets struck Max’s chest. He’d had enough military training not to flinch when they entered his torso. The impact always hurt, but that was how it worked.


    Max’s ability to keep on walking despite having gunshot wounds did not stop the hospital’s soldiers from trying their best to break him. The soldiers radioed their superiors that a wanted enemy of the state had infiltrated the building. For whatever reason, Max decided to spare the lives of the guards at the gate a little longer.


    Their secure briefing had prepared them for surprises, but up until now, the soldiers had assumed Max was wearing a bulletproof vest. The amount of punishment this man could absorb was beyond a simple bulletproof vest, however. It was when the blood started seeping out of his shirt that the soldiers’ faces showed absolute bewilderment.


    There was a pause in the gunfire as Max started to stumble. Any normal man would’ve fallen to the ground by then, but Max was actually straightening himself. “I am sorry, my brothers, for what you are about to receive,” Max said.


    Clenching his fist, Max stared at the soldier up front.


    The soldier screamed as the bullet he had fired from his own weapon shot back into his forehead. Death was instantaneous, and he slumped to the floor. His two colleagues watched in shock as their own shots continued to rain down against the tall, slim intruder clad in black.


    There was going to be no time for reflection. The moment their eyes met the assailant’s, indescribable pain surged through their bodies.


    The rest of the bullets intended for Max found their targets in the remaining soldiers, and they began to fall down, one by one.


    When there were no more, Max stepped over the bodies and approached the doors leading to the main corridor. Before entering, Max glanced up at the closed-circuit TV camera trained on him.


    They would see now what he was capable of. That he was unstoppable.

  


  
    You Jump, I Jump


    PRESS received the alert about the hospital security breach moments after Nicole and Jason had reached the rec room.


    Jason stayed by Nicole’s side during an emotional call to her parents.


    Previous calls had been different in tone. Almost the second her father picked up, Nicole realized that the past 24 hours had marked her indelibly. She would play down the isolation and the fear. She measured her words when describing how DuBois and PRESS had treated her, and she skipped over the raw terror of having her face pressed against tarmac and a gun held to her head. In the course of a five-minute phone call, Nicole came to understand that she was now protecting them from the truth. Overnight, she had changed from protected to protector.


    She wasn’t sure how much of this Jason understood, but he held her hand throughout.


    After she had finished, she rested her head against his shoulder. She had known this guy only a matter of hours, and yet there was something so comforting, so right about being with him. She felt her muscles relax just by lying there.


    “So, the Agent said my mom could come pick me up anytime,” he ventured.


    Nicole nodded.


    “Unless, that is, you want me to stay. Then I’d stay.”


    She leaned up and looked into his eyes. “They’ve held you prisoner because of me. I can’t ask you to do that.”


    “Why not? I’m guessing the worst is over now. They believe you, whoever you are.”


    “I’m a secret super-spy.”


    Jason smiled. “Seriously, with the questions they were asking in the hangar, I wouldn’t doubt it right now. So, let me rephrase my question. I’ve been through countless med checks, been interrogated, imprisoned, flown handcuffed in the back of an airplane, locked up in God knows what part of this building — and I still want to stay if you want me here. So, does that change things?”


    Nicole laughed. “Sure.”


    “I jump, you jump, right?” He grinned.


    She smiled. “You jump, I jump. Titanic.”


    “That’s what I said. Because I’ve noticed that life just gets more interesting around you.” He leaned forward and lightly kissed her, then held her hand.


    “Interesting? The world is actually really messed up when I’m around.”


    “True. But the good news for you is that I’m actually fine with that.”


    It felt good for them to finally have something to laugh about, and a warm embrace and some kissing seemed to make the world a little brighter. But the moment was brief, as a grim-faced agent soon interrupted them. He had news of Max infiltrating the National Military Medical Center, where the president was treated when near the capital. Nicole and Jason immediately ran down the corridor and joined the others in the PRESS briefing room.


    “This should be interesting,” Bishop said matter-of-factly.


    On the screen was the frozen image of Max’s determined look picked up by the hospital reception’s CCTV camera. The intensity of his stare shocked Nicole.


    “Word is he’s already taken down 10 soldiers. Many shots were fired, but Max and his small group of mercenaries appear to be unharmed.”


    Bishop looked as stressed as Nicole had ever seen him. She turned back to the live streaming on a different screen. As a new wave of guards faced Max, he continued moving deeper into the hospital.


    “He’s two corridors away from the president’s hospital suite now,” Velasquez said.


    Max was distracted from his path when one of his mercenaries took a fatal hit and fell to the ground. It was the first time one of his men had fallen. But this was to be only a momentary hesitation, as Max then walked right on top of the body.


    “Did he just step over one of his own men?” Ben asked.


    “Yep,” Bishop murmured.


    Max glanced up at the CCTV with a wry smile before ordering his other three mercenaries to leave their companion behind.


    “He doesn’t care anymore,” Nicole reflected.


    “Terrifying,” Velasquez remarked. She pressed on her earpiece. “Red one, status update?”


    They watched as one of Max’s men waited by a security gate. He held up what looked like a thin smartphone and began typing.


    While waiting, Max glanced up at the camera again, tapped his watch, smiled and waved, mouthing the words “bye-bye.”


    The door behind him slid open. After shooting a thumbs-up to the camera, Max entered.


    Ben was the first to ask the obvious question. “Is that it? Did he just enter the president’s room?”


    “Yes, that is the president’s suite at the hospital. There’s nobody left to stop him.” Bishop touched a button on his earpiece and gave out a command. “Max has reached the presidential suite. One more door and he’ll reach the president’s bed. Surround the perimeter and wait for him to exit.”


    Ben couldn’t believe it. “But you can’t just let the president die! Aren’t you going to send every available man in there?”


    Bishop took a deep breath, turned and offered Ben an uncharacteristic smile. “No.”

  


  
    Burton Was the Hacking Expert


    There had been fewer guards the closer Max had gotten to the president’s hospital suite. He wondered whether there were going to be more reinforcements arriving.


    He was waiting by the last door for the mercenary to finish hacking into the door’s security panel — the only barrier that now stood between him and justice. It was heartening to realize that President John Lane Percival was only moments away from eternal damnation.


    “What’s taking so long?” he snapped at one of the three remaining mercenaries.


    “Burton was the hacking expert,” the man replied.


    Burton had been the first casualty. Max wondered why this particular mercenary was being so sullen about it.


    “With respect, we don’t leave men behind,” the mercenary said.


    “I’m unsure to whom you’re referring as the collective, soldier,” Max replied. “There is no ‘we.’ You are under my command now. So get on with it and open this door.”


    Max looked at the other mercenaries, who seemed to judge him with distaste.


    The noise of the locking system releasing came with a satisfying clunk.


    “Let’s go.” Max pushed open the doors and began to advance down the long corridor.


    The soldiers at the end raised their guns.


    “Freeze. Don’t come any further,” the taller one shouted.


    Max continued his pace. “Don’t anyone fire!” he called out, looking at his own men. He approached the soldiers on guard.


    “By now, you will have seen or heard what I’ve done to your comrades to get to this room. Now, if I were you, I’d be stepping back right about now and letting me through.”


    “GET ON THE GROUND AND PUT YOUR HANDS BEHIND YOUR HEAD!”


    Max sighed, shrugged and waved a hand at his men. Gunfire erupted in the hallway then, and a volley of shots from the guards reached Max’s posse. In a second, and after a final glance at Max’s eyes, the soldiers on duty slumped to the floor.


    Max’s own men examined their wounds and pressed a few buttons on a keypad located on their armor. There were some faint sounds of electronic beeps, metal clicks and plastic pops. About a minute later, they each gave Max a thumbs-up.


    “Right.” He nodded to one of his mercenaries, who then opened the double doors.


    Max strode in.


    There was a gurney in the middle of what should’ve been the president’s hospital room.


    The room was empty.


    “What?” Max turned and looked at the mercenaries. Hardly believing his eyes, he strode around the room, half expecting to find another door. “Get me DuBois.”


    “Sir.” One of the mercenaries dialed DuBois’ number on his cell. A couple of rings, a confirmation, and then he held out the phone.


    “DuBois. What’s going on? He’s not here.” Max waited for the reply, his face curling up with rage. “It’s an empty room. I’m not sure he was ever here.” The anger was about to burst from inside him now. “You were wrong. Your people were wrong. I want to know where he is, now!”


    Max shoved the phone back to the mercenary. He grabbed the gurney and, upending it, threw it at the CCTV camera.


    To all eyes watching, static filled the screens.

  


  
    Damage Control


    Senator Jennings was as comfortable as he was going to get in the PRESS interview room. He had been dragged out of his office in Washington, D.C., and helicoptered to the secure facility with no prior warning. But he knew what this was going to be about.


    He felt he’d had far too much time to reflect on the guilt and frustration he was carrying. It was driving him mad. He wondered whether he would ever be able to forget his wife Joanne’s devastated face.


    One of the worst things about his last moment with Joanne was that he had lied to her. She had taken his hands, looked up at him, and asked him to tell her the truth about his involvement. But he hadn’t. Just thinking about that choked him up. He played with his plastic coffee cup, the drink having gone cold.


    The door clicked open, and the man Jennings recognized as Agent Bishop walked in. Bishop nodded and smoothed his tie before sitting down.


    “Senator, we spoke on the phone.”


    “I remember, Agent Bishop. Thank you for your sensitivity in this.”


    Bishop nodded. “I’m sorry about your son, Drake.”


    “So am I. So am I.”


    “Senator, you appreciate that we are in a delicate position.”


    “I do,” Jennings nodded.


    Bishop sighed. “We have an unfolding situation upstairs. These events are classified, but I have a feeling that you can shed some light on the motivation behind them. It concerns a colleague of yours. Anthony DuBois?” Bishop watched Jennings clench his jaw. “But you understand that we know — not just about DuBois, but about your connection with him.”


    “Then what else do you want to know from me?”


    “Whatever you can share with us. You can tell us now, or, if you make us work for it, the ramifications for making us discover information ourselves will increase your sentence exponentially.”


    “Is that a threat, Agent Bishop?”


    “It most certainly is.”


    The two men sat and stared at each other for what seemed like an eternity, each waiting for the other to blink. Jennings shifted uncomfortably in his chair. The thickness of the air around him made breathing almost unbearable. All the while, Agent Bishop remained calm and collected. When he couldn’t stand the silence any longer, Jennings exhaled and gave in.


    “It’s game-over now, anyway. My son is dead. My career is ruined. My family will probably never speak to me again. But … this wasn’t supposed to happen. For starters, the Orlando plane hijacking was all DuBois. He wanted to use it as a cover to destroy the girl, Nicole Aaronson.”


    “Why do you think he wanted to destroy her?”


    It was a carefully worded question. Bishop wanted to uncover exactly what Jennings knew.


    “Nicole has special powers. She can … take and give life. If she gives a little life, she can heal people. And if she chooses to take life, she can even kill people.”


    “That sounds like an impressive skill. Wasn’t she useful to him?”


    “Was. That’s the operative word. DuBois found another of her kind. DuBois says this other person is different — he’s been working with DuBois’ team for a while, and they’ve succeeded in harvesting biological information from him.”


    “So, Nicole is an impediment to them now?”


    “I’d say so. From everything I’ve heard, she doesn’t want to cause harm — not exactly the type of person you want to turn into a weapon. And NOR Corporation is a next-generation weapons research facility.”


    “Are you still in contact with DuBois?”


    “I could lie and tell you yes and enter into some kind of plea bargain with this fake relationship. Truth is, I confronted him recently. Tried to bring him back under control. Looking back, there was a time when I might have had control. But he’s got the upper hand now. He’s gone rogue. DuBois is a madman, and I’ve been marginalized.”


    “Thank you for your honesty.” Agent Bishop produced a surveillance photo of Max and handed the photo to Jennings. “Do you know this person?”


    “Yeah, that’s the guy. Max. He’s the reason they don’t need Nicole anymore. Max is more powerful than Nicole. He seems to be able to kill people with more speed and ferocity than Nicole ever could.”


    “Has NOR Corporation been able to reproduce his abilities?”


    “Fortunately, not completely. And as far as I know, they still don’t know how he is able to do what he does. But his blood contains the ability to drain life — just like Max himself is able to do. So, anybody who injects his blood into their veins has the ability to drain life from surrounding people for a limited amount of time.”


    Bishop sighed. “Senator, this photo of Max is a still frame from surveillance cameras taken moments ago at the National Military Medical Center. Max and a small group of his men just attempted to assassinate the president.”


    Jennings’ face froze as Bishop said the word “assassinate.” It was in that moment that Jennings realized he had created one of the most advanced terrorist organizations the world had ever seen.


    “Agent, believe me. I knew nothing about his plan to kill the president.” Jennings shook his head, and his eyes started to tear up. Then his body shuddered at the thought of it all. “I don’t know where he is now, or what he’s planning next.”


    “So you understand the consequences of what you’ve done? This looks like treason, doesn’t it?”


    “Understand? Yes, I understand, agent.”


    “Ask your office to transfer every ounce of data you have on DuBois and NOR Corporation. We’ve got to contain and repair the damage you’ve done, and protect this country you swore to serve.”


    Bishop pushed the desk phone over to Jennings and watched as he called his assistant Michelle and gave her orders to release all records to Agent Bishop’s people.


    “How will you explain my son’s death to the public? They’ll be asking about him.”


    Bishop shook his head and shrugged slowly.


    “I’ll do anything in my power to make this right …” The senator trailed off, his voice trembling. “But I don’t know what else to do. I financed a psychopath. I was willing to stand by and let a planeload of people die. I made it possible for DuBois to lock up Nicole like an animal.” Jennings collapsed his face into his hands and broke down completely then, weeping tears from his damaged soul.


    Bishop opened a file and pushed a congressional press release toward Jennings.


    The headline read, “Senator Jennings’ hero son dies from injuries.” As Jennings read on, he felt the great well of grieving open up in his heart. The copy described how Drake had courageously defended the cabin crew and passengers on Flight 91 but had been stabbed during the struggle and died the following day in the hospital from previously undetected internal injuries.


    Choked up and moved, Jennings looked up at Bishop, a world of gratitude in his tearful eyes. “I don’t deserve this kindness.”


    “Whatever way you look at it, your son died a hero, Senator,” Bishop said.

  


  
    Shall We?


    As Nicole walked down the narrow, guarded PRESS corridor with Bishop and Velasquez, she couldn’t help but replay the images of Max’s terrible violence in her mind. It was as if his brutal actions had left a stain on her retinas.


    The moment she’d seen the empty gurney in the NMMC’s presidential suite, she’d realized the president had been at PRESS all along.


    Bishop hadn’t needed to explain, nor had Nicole had to ask. She just knew.


    On their walk to the president’s real room, Nicole provided a list of specific instructions that Bishop duly noted in his tablet. They were no longer enemies, but fighters for the same cause.


    At the door to the president’s room, she could see the guard staring at her. Even accompanied by Bishop, she could still be feared — loathed, even.


    “Eyes forward, soldier,” Bishop murmured, and Nicole was grateful to be protected from the uncomfortable staring.


    The door opened to reveal a hospital-like room full of monitors and wires, and at the center, a thin and ailing man. It was as if he had aged a lifetime already. The first lady, a statuesque, suited beauty, rose to meet Nicole. Nicole could tell she was confused. How could the girl who had been arrested for her husband’s attempted murder now be the key to his survival?


    “I’m Shona.” The first lady approached Nicole and shook her hand. “I don’t know what to say to you, really. I must admit to being somewhat puzzled. I have some questions, if you don’t mind.”


    The president coughed. “My dear, the doctors say I don’t have much time, so please stop filling it with idle talk. She’s here to save me.”


    Shona Percival faltered.


    “I know you’ve been through the reports a hundred times and they say there’s no saving me,” he continued. “I’ve already had the VP in here sharpening his talons.”


    The first lady and the president glanced at each other, and their silent exchange held in it a hundred dinner-table conversations in which the VP’s ambitions had been noted.


    “But in the past few hours, I’ve learned of forces on this Earth of which I had no notion even existed. And that my body is beyond modern medical science.”


    It was Nicole’s turn to speak. Although she felt determined, nerves were playing their part now. Her mouth was dry. “I’ve already explained to Agent Bishop what I’ll need, and it’s in place,” Nicole replied. She hoped what she had said would instill confidence in the president and the first lady.


    “It is,” Bishop confirmed solemnly.


    “Good.” The first lady signaled to the orderlies. “Shall we?”


    “A moment with Nicole first? May I?” the president asked.


    “Idle chatter, remember. Now Nicole …” The first lady choked up then, at a loss for what to say next. “Nicole, please take good care of John.” With a glance to Bishop, the two left the room.


    Nicole played with her hands for a moment, not knowing what to expect from the president. “Please, Nicole, come closer and take a seat. I’d like to get to know you, if that’s all right.”


    “Of course, Mr. President.”


    “Call me John.”


    “If it’s all right, I’m more comfortable with Mr. President.” Nicole sat on a nearby rolling doctor’s stool and rolled over beside the president’s bed. It had always been one of Nicole’s simple pleasures in life — enjoying a good rolling chair on a smooth floor.


    This made the president smile. “Good chair?”


    “Yes, sir. This is a good one.”


    “I am the President of the United States, the most powerful country in the world. Of course I’d be surrounded by the best rolling chairs.”


    They both laughed, which broke the rigid conversation.


    “It’s been a hard day,” Nicole said, deciding it was time to bypass the niceties and get straight to it.


    “I sure know the feeling. People are always trying to kill me. But you — I’m sure that’s something new altogether!” the president joked.


    “You’d be surprised how often I’ve run into that dilemma lately,” Nicole shot back.


    “You really scared us out there.”


    “It wasn’t me. I swear to every god there is …”


    “I know, Nicole. If there’s one thing I can do, it’s read people, you aren’t the killer type.”


    “That may be, but I have had to kill in self-defense.”


    “Were you frightened?”


    Nicole nodded.


    The president took this in. “I’ve ordered bombing strikes, started wars and sent countless numbers of soldiers into battle. But I never fought. It used to be that presidents were soldiers first. Now we’re all lawyers.” The president coughed. “I’ve never killed anybody directly.”


    “Well, let me tell you, it’s a really sucky feeling.”


    “I bet.” The president leaned forward and let out a series of nasty-sounding coughs, and he took a few moments to clear his throat well enough before speaking again.


    “My title is powerful, but in the end, I’m just a person. When I’m laid low like this, it all counts for nothing. What good does it do when I’m staring death in the face?”


    He rested a moment in silence to gather some more strength, and then looked at Nicole in a fatherly manner.


    “You’re just a little older than my own daughter. I can’t imagine how I’d feel as your parents, after reading about the things people have done to you lately. People in my administration, even. It’s not right how they treated you, and I’m sorry for that.”


    “I know, sir — I know it wasn’t you.”


    “Unfortunately, when you’re the president, everything is me. Especially the bad stuff.”


    “It’s all right. Bygones.”


    “So we’ve tried to kill you twice and imprisoned you, and you can let it all go like that?”


    “Sure. How can anybody enjoy life if all they do is dwell on the hurt from the past. Bygones.”


    “I like that. ‘Bygones.’ I’m going to use that the next time we’re negotiating with other countries.” The president took her hand then and looked at her firmly. “In case I don’t make it, I want you remember something: Always surround yourself with good people. Those people may not always say the things you want to hear, but those are the people to hold closer than anything. Once you find them, never let them go.”


    “I understand, and I know who I can trust.” Emotion rose in Nicole now as she thought of Amy and Ben — and of Drake, who had died trying to help them all.


    “That’s good. Very good. Before we start, can I trust you?”


    “Well, my mom voted for you. And I liked you, too. I’m only 17, but if I could vote, I would’ve voted for you.” Then Nicole’s eyes shifted away.


    “Let me guess — but your dad didn’t?”


    “No, sorry. He voted for the other guy.”


    “Well, that’s OK. That’s what democracy is all about. You and your mom make a majority, and that’s good enough for me. “


    President Percival and Nicole shared another pleasant bout of laughter, the weight of what was to come lingering around them.


    “Look, Nicole. I know you’re here because you feel an obligation to save the leader of the free world.” The president looked somber. “But don’t just save me because I’m the president. Save me because I’m just a man who wants time to grow old with my wife, see my kids graduate, and … not have to say goodbye to them just yet.”


    Nicole squeezed his hand. “I can do that, Mr. President. Tell me your favorite memory.”

  


  
    Let’s Do This Thing


    The president and his wife had held each other before the attendants wheeled him into the elevator. They had agreed: no goodbyes. Then the large service elevator had transported them upward.


    If Bishop hadn’t told Nicole what to expect when the doors opened, the view of the lush, green vista would have surprised her. This was, as Bishop had explained, a small, protected forest and farm. It produced organic fruits and vegetables for the meals served to the president and visiting dignitaries, as well as furnished a place where the president could wander and relax in peace without concern for his safety.


    Nicole could feel the weight of responsibility upon her. Although she had Balanced several times now and the president’s last words to her had taken a certain amount of pressure off, she couldn’t escape her own insecure thoughts. The last time she had Balanced on a person, things had gone horribly wrong.


    She tried to work off some of her nerves by clenching and unclenching her fists as she followed the president’s gurney, which was being wheeled by orderlies into the center of the green.


    “Please lay him down on the grass,” she instructed them, her heart pounding in her throat. The orderlies lifted the president’s frail body and then transferred him to the mossy ground below.


    Bishop gave Nicole a quick look, as if to check in with her, and then turned to face the soldiers and medical teams.


    “Thank you all for your help with the president. You all have Secret Service non-disclosure papers to sign downstairs. And we all, apart from the president and Nicole, must now go back downstairs.”


    The head Secret Service agent glanced at the president.


    “Agent, at ease.” President Percival pointed toward the elevator. “Please do as he says, by order of the President of the United States.”


    The agent nodded. “Yes, sir. God bless you, Mr. President. And may God bless the United States of America.” With that, the agent turned around to usher the group into the elevator.


    Bishop approached Nicole, reached out and touched her shoulder.


    “Good luck.”


    “Thank you.”


    He turned on his heel and joined the group in the elevator. Nicole watched the doors close. All the while, the president was watching her.


    When the elevator display indicated that the group had arrived downstairs, Nicole knelt by the president.


    “Are you ready?” she asked softly.


    “As I’ll ever be.”


    “OK. Let’s do this thing.”


    Nicole took the president’s hand again. She knew he wouldn’t have much strength, but what he did have left allowed him to squeeze her hand tightly.


    Nicole closed her eyes. She had kicked off her shoes and felt the joyous cool of the earth beneath her feet, the soil gathering between her toes. Trees, lush ferns, long grass and peaty soil. Verdant branches with birds and a rich sub-terrain of ants and other insects. Vivid colors abounded. The oranges and golden reds seemed somehow to resonate with the life ebbing away from President Percival.


    Nicole began to gather the essence of each vital presence — the blades of grass, the veins of the leaves, the mulch creating life anew for the worms, and then in turn the worms feeding the songbirds circling above. She could sense everything, from the tall, strong, trees shading them right down to the microbes in the soil beneath them. She gasped when she considered the whole of it. There was so much life here to be had. Nicole marveled at how nature could blossom into such an extraordinary reserve of life energy.


    Then she recalled the president’s memory. She felt the weariness from the long night’s work on the election trail — how it had harried John’s nerves and furrowed his brow. Shona had knocked on his study door to bring him some coffee, and she had carried in their daughter, Lisa, to come say goodnight. The girl — only 6 — had fallen asleep as they had talked. And when the two finally noticed, husband and wife had smiled at the sight of their sleeping child. Their eyes had locked, and, in that moment, the president had stepped away from affairs of the state and worries of wars, and the world had gone small again. His heart grew back exponentially.


    A moment of true love between husband and wife. Nicole stretched out her hand to gather the warmth.


    Then the image of Drake’s face flashed into her mind’s eye. Drake and Amy. In killing him, she had torn them apart forever. What if she did that again here?


    “Control yourself,” she reasoned, clenching her fists again. The president was dying — there wasn’t much else she could do to harm him. But then a new thought swam in: Perhaps it would be kinder to leave him to die? Just like she could have done with Drake?


    Nicole felt herself flounder, and more doubts began to seep in, like dark moths fluttering around an ailing flame.


    Nicole’s eyelids flickered, her concentration wavering.


    Hot sun beat down on her head. She opened her eyes to find herself no longer in the lush green vegetation, but instead under a turquoise blue sky and surrounded by enormous golden monuments. Statues and winding paths towered to her left, dark green trees were plentiful, and mountains could be seen in the distance. Looking down at her feet, Nicole found dusty earth instead of rich grass.


    Up ahead, a crowd was gathered, watching a man clad in white. As the man turned his head, his crown reflected the sunlight, and a glint of the bright white light blinded Nicole. She turned her head back and saw a grand, high-pillared structure with arches. Could this be?


    Then Nicole saw them. It was Caesar who was standing in white, and by his side were his senators.


    The man to Caesar’s right suddenly plunged a knife deep down into him.


    “No!” a teenage girl screamed, pushing past Nicole and into the crowd. She was being chased by her mother.


    “Lavinia!” came the woman’s cry. The girl continued steadfastly on, however.


    Lavinia turned back briefly to connect her blue eyes with Nicole’s.


    “While there’s life, there’s hope.”


    She then began to concentrate and Balance the way Nicole would. Nicole could almost feel the force of Lavinia’s determination as the girl began to draw life from around her to save Caesar.


    Her mother wrenched the girl’s hands and broke her concentration, though. “Don’t show it. It’s too dangerous here.”


    A moment’s concentration, lost.


    A great cry went up across the crowd.


    Caesar was dead.


     


    Nicole opened her eyes.


    She was back in the greenery again. With a sinking heart, she glanced down. Just like the girl, she had lost concentration in those vital moments. Horrified, she let out a gasp as she realized the president was slipping away.


    She touched his hand and he opened his eyes, gasping for his final few breaths. His firm grip was gone.


    Nicole felt the devastation and disappointment hit her.


    “No!” she exclaimed. Tears swam up.


    “It’s OK, Nicole. It’s OK. It was a long shot.”


    “But it shouldn’t have been,” she blurted out. She meant it too. Why was her gift failing her now? Had Drake been a turning point for her?


    “You did your best.” He summoned some strength then to lift his head a little. “Remember that. There was nothing more you could have done — nothing more that you could ever do than that. Now is my time to go.”


    He offered a small smile and then shut his eyes. Coughing racked him, and he winced in pain. His breaths were rattling.


    Nicole felt panic rise. Could this be it? She had to concentrate. These weren’t going to be the last breaths he would take.


    Nicole began again, and she thought this time of the president’s daughter, Lisa. She had played a part in the president’s memory too. So, if the memory of a loving husband and wife had distracted her, she would have to find a different part of it to use to Balance.


    Nicole returned to the memory. John Percival, husband to Shona and father to Lisa, had gotten to his feet, and Shona had transferred the weight of their sleeping daughter onto him — all the love and the trust. That was the memory for all time. Little Lisa continued sleeping, her total frame bearing down on her father’s shoulder. She remained unaware of being transferred from parent to parent and was about to be carried up to bed. Shona looked up at John, the light of love in her eyes, and gently patted their daughter’s back.


    His family.


    This was the memory Nicole would use to Balance.


    Nicole opened her eyes. It was as though she were carrying the weight of the president’s pain in her hand, and the terrible agony of being burned from inside out was almost overwhelming. But as easily as a father taking the weight of his slumbering child, Nicole held up the life energy of the forest. It fizzled and sparked in her open palms. This time, albeit with shaking hands, she knew she was ready.


    Then she Balanced.


    Although the cameras overhead that were connected back to the PRESS rooms were indestructible and had every electrical backup imaginable, the sheer force of Nicole’s power shocked the system. At the moment Nicole raised her arms, all the transmitted views displayed static and the sound of white noise.


    Up above, the greenness began to drain as each blade of grass and each leaf gave up its precious energy. The energy seeped into the man on the ground — John Lane Percival, leader of the free world, President of the United States, husband to Shona and father to Lisa.


    Nicole knew it was finished when she sensed no more pain and no more energy fizzing in her fingers.


    The first words she heard were the president’s.


    “My God.”


    Nicole opened her eyes. All around was the devastation she had anticipated — broken-up, dried ground underneath her, withered trees, and the skeletons of the birds that had just moments before been swooping above.


    She had done it. Relief flooded through her.


    The president stood up. He looked up at the sunlight for a moment, a smile breaking through on his face.


    “That’s the most remarkable thing I’ve ever experienced. I’m at a loss for words.”


    “Yeah.” Nicole admired the revitalized president. “It is pretty cool, isn’t it?”


    “It most certainly is. I feel amazing — like I’m a teenager again.” His smile beamed down on her, and he held out his hand to help her up.


    She took it, and before she knew it, she found herself locked in the tightest of embraces.


    Downstairs in the PRESS rooms, the cameras had flicked on again, revealing a president on his feet, alive and hugging his savior. Those in the room burst into rapturous applause. Spontaneous hugs ensued all around.


    Shona Percival ran almost immediately to the elevator to wait for Nicole and the president to arrive.

  


  
    Handshakes and Hugs


    Nicole and the president emerged from the elevator to loud applause and a fair number of disbelieving faces. The president’s colleagues, advisers and security detail had all been preparing themselves for the worst, and yet here he was, looking healthier and more refreshed than they had seen him in years.


    The president held Nicole’s hand aloft like a prizefighter for several minutes. And then everything began to slow down and he caught sight of his wife in the throng. Unable to contain her excitement, Shona pushed through the awaiting crowd and ran into her husband’s arms, her eyes locking with Nicole’s as she did. She started to cry and mouthed the words “thank you” to Nicole.


    Seeing John and Shona Percival reunited made Nicole miss her mom and dad. But Nicole had her own welcoming party in Jason and Ben. Amy had offered praise, but it had been without her usual warmth for Nicole. Bishop and Velasquez took their turns nodding congratulations to Nicole before receiving grateful handshakes from the president.


    After half an hour of handshakes, hugs and high-fives, they were now sitting in the boardroom of the PRESS offices. The president was enjoying his first proper cup of coffee in 24 hours alongside a smoked salmon bagel. Bishop and Velasquez had returned from briefing the various agencies, and Nicole had been able to take a few minutes of peace for herself.


    After the president had signed some paperwork and Shona had embraced Nicole in a motherly way, everyone left the president and Nicole alone in the boardroom. They sat at either end, each resuming their normal, real-world role. President at one side, regular teenager at the other.


    “I personally owe you a great debt, which I will never be able to repay,” the president began in his executive tone. “Our country is fighting a war against a silent few. Those who rise up every so often to keep us afraid. Those who threaten our freedom. I could sure use your help. Maximilian Karakov, DuBois — they’re still out there. They mean our way of life a great deal of harm. Will you help us?”


    Nicole looked down at the floor and sighed. In the few moments she’d had to herself, she knew what she wanted. It was so clear.


    “I’m not sure I can.”


    “Nicole, I have seen firsthand the power you have, and I for one will never have your intentions questioned again.” His tone was decisive, reassuring.


    “But, sir. I’m not a fighter like Max. He’s so strong. And fast. I’ve seen the video footage — he can kill 10 people in the time it would take for me to heal one. I’m no match for him.”


    “We could train you.”


    “I can’t … have that. I’m sorry.” She searched the president’s face for some reaction of anger or disapproval, but she found only a questioning expression. He was listening, so Nicole continued. “The thing is, I want what you wanted in the moments before we went up there.” Nicole gestured to the forested room eight floors up. “See, I know how precious normal is now. It’s something I no longer have. It’s cost me my friend Drake, and I may have even lost my best friend over this gift. Now,” she took a deep breath, “I’ve given you back your life. Please give me back mine.”


    “Of course, of course.” The president bowed his head. “But can you really go back? You’re going to attend classes and go to college now. Your name and face have been plastered all over the news. Have you thought about how we might redress that?”


    “I think I need to try.”


    The president rested his chin on his open palm and sighed.


    “OK. I would never knowingly put you in danger against your will, Nicole. We will find another way to fight Max. But for you, I think a return to your old life will be next to impossible.”


    “I’m good at impossible,” Nicole ventured. The president smiled.


    “Nicole, you have a gift. Millions of kids dream of having a superpower, and you would consider walking away from it?”


    Nicole took a moment to consider. “Professor Barnard talked of Balancers who refused their calling. I could do that. When I was locked up, it was the little stuff that got me through. DuBois and the feds kept me far underground, and all I wanted to see was the stars and the sunshine. I wanted to walk with my parents, have fun with my friends, and go to college. When you were laid out on that gurney, was there for one second the notion that you would swap your presidency for the chance to be a normal, healthy man?”


    The president regarded her with an awed silence.


    “You have a wisdom beyond your age, Nicole,” he said finally. “But I stand by my comments. I think we need to consider you for a witness protection program.”


    “Change my identity?”


    “You say you want a normal life? Well, you can have it. It may cost you your friends, but you and your parents could start again. I’m not sure there’s any other way at the moment.”


    “OK. I’ll consider it.”


    “OK, Nicole.” The president stood and held out his hand. Nicole took it. “Oh, and one more thing. Given what we’ve just agreed, chances are we won’t be meeting again, so I have a final parting gift for you.” He nodded to his security detail, who relayed his message to somebody just outside the room.


    Moments later, Bishop entered. He was solemn-faced at first, but before long he shot Nicole an almost indiscernible wink. In his hands were official-looking papers. In bold letters near the top of the first page, Nicole caught sight of the word “Pardon.”

  


  
    Did He Just Say the Presidential Suite?


    Nicole was moving through hallways and elevators again. She traversed through four or five already while remaining mostly in silence, and not quite knowing what to expect. The hallways opened up into a lobby staffed with several security guards and administrative-looking people.


    As Nicole and her friends approached the security desk, some of the guards moved their hands toward their holstered guns. But as soon as Agent Bishop waved his badge, they returned to their previous relaxed posture.


    Passing through the lobby and two sets of imposing double doors, Nicole realized she was not in an office building as she had assumed. Rather, she found herself in a busy commercial kitchen large enough to prepare food for an enormous banquet.


    Jason gave Nicole a puzzled look. She shrugged her shoulders and squeezed his hand.


    The aroma of delicious food hit her senses almost immediately, and the focused activity of the chefs bustled all around them. Ben barely missed being knocked down by one chef wielding a large platter of braised pigs’ feet. Elsewhere, kitchen staff executed orders with clangs and clatters, and “Yes, Chef!” reverberating through the high-ceilinged room.


    Knowing she was just hours away from total freedom, Nicole could soak in and savor the moment in the midst of all the energy fizzing about. Bishop led them through the kitchens and then through a restaurant, and they eventually arrived in a magnificent marble lobby with vaulted ceilings and balconies surrounding the center. Piano music tinkled from the corner, drowning out the clatter of plates and other activity.


    “It’s a hotel? PRESS has its secret offices below a five-star luxury resort?” Amy remarked, aghast at the opulence surrounding her.


    “Correction: This resort has a nuclear and chemical bunker that houses — among other things — PRESS secret operations,” Ben responded. “Saw it on a forum. Didn’t think it’d be true. Myth confirmed.”


    Bishop nodded. “Correct. Welcome to the Bluegrove Resort. As you saw, the bunker downstairs is large enough to hold a functioning government in times of emergency, such as a nuclear or biological attack. Most of the guests have no idea it even exists. And, if you don’t want bad things to happen to you again, let’s keep it quiet, OK?”


    “OK.”


    “Got it.”


    “No problem.”


    Amy had to prod Ben to make sure he understood. “Ben? Got it? Keep it secret, OK?”


    “Right. Got it. This is fantastic. The only thing that might alert people would be those guys.”


    Ben indicated to the distinctive gray uniforms and hats of the State Police. Now that he’d mentioned it, police seemed to be everywhere — standing inconspicuously, yet primed. And for a resort, there did seem to be a large number of men in suits sporting dark sunglasses indoors.


    “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what’s going on here,” Amy chimed in.


    “Well, any luxury D.C. hotel may have the same odd mix of characters. It could be foreign dignitaries, government officials or even Hollywood celebrities,” Bishop explained. “I’ve actually seen rappers here whose entourages had enough hidden firepower to rival the president’s.”


    Bishop held out his hand and began to read from a sheet of paper. “Now, at the pleasure of the president, the presidential suite is booked for you.” Bishop paused as he glanced at the official Oval Office memo. “In his words, ‘Order whatever you like, go mad and don’t scratch the mahogany. This one’s on POTUS.’” He cleared his throat then, as though from the distaste of having issued such a directive. “Nicole, your parents requested for you to check in with them.”


    “Sure.”


    “My colleagues will be returning you all home later this evening, so make the most of it.” He handed the door keycard to Nicole and, with a brief smile, headed back to the kitchens.


    “Did he just say the presidential suite?” Jason piped in.


    “Lead the way,” Nicole gestured.


    Amy and Ben followed Jason, and Nicole lingered behind them as they mounted the grand central staircase.


    Nicole dialed on Ben’s cell phone, zoning out from her friends’ chatter. Her dad answered.


    “Mouse?”


    “Hey, Dad.” Nicole felt a smile rise to her cheeks. She had never been so pleased to hear his voice.


    “It’s so good to hear you. How you holding up?”


    “Oh, you know. They keep trying to kill me. But I’m still standing.”


    “So I’ve heard. Your mom and I just spoke to the president. You’ve got to give me the detailed version later.”


    Nicole thought she caught a lilt of excitement in her dad’s voice. “You sound like you’re a little star-struck,” she joked.


    “No. I’m just pleased you’re OK. For a while there …” He sounded choked up again. “Anyway, he told me about your conversation. About the witness protection program.”


    “I’m not sure about it.” The words raced out of Nicole’s mouth.


    “You, your mom and I will talk about it when you’re safe at home with us, OK? Oh, your mom wants a word.”


    “Nicole?”


    “Hey, mom.”


    “Are they treating you all right?”


    Nicole surveyed the impressive marble pillars, high-vaulted domed ceiling, and deep, rich red rugs alongside antique vases stocked with fresh flowers.


    “Yeah, it’s not so bad.”


    “I can’t wait to see you.”


    “Me, too,” Nicole replied, feeling a little embarrassed. “Mom, I gotta go. I’ll see you.”


    “I love you.”


    “You too.”


    Nicole hung up and caught up with the rest of the group.


    “So, it turns out the presidential suite has its own elevator.” Ben pressed the button, and the friends hustled in.


    An hour later, four silver-domed platters lay discarded on the floor as the friends finished eating around the impressive mahogany dining table. It was incongruent for them all to be there, amongst all that splendor, especially for Nicole. She wondered whether she’d ever be able to forget how it felt being locked up in that bio-glass cage.


    Nicole noticed that Amy had just picked at her steak, and half of it was left on the plate. This seemed a world away from the girl for whom shoes came a close second to food. Then Nicole recalled Amy’s updated list of desires — Drake, shoes, then food.


    Jason picked up on Nicole’s concern for her friend.


    “Ben, can you help me work out how to get the flat-screen TV to come out. I think it’s behind that painting.” Jason pointed at the huge landscape gracing the wall.


    “There are some instructions on the corner cabinet. It’s just a standard fixed flip mounting,” Ben replied, not getting the hint.


    Under the table, he felt a small prod from a foot. Realizing it was from Nicole, he looked up and saw she was miming the direction he should be heading in with her eyes.


    “Sure.” Ben got up almost immediately and followed Jason to the sitting room area.


    “Subtle,” Amy remarked, spearing a green bean and chewing on it.


    “I know. I wanted to talk to you. This is the first chance we’ve had.”


    “Mm-hm.” Amy emitted her mumble without looking up.


    Nicole sighed. “So, I guess I just wanted to say … I’m sorry about what happened to Drake. I really tried.”


    “I know,” Amy replied.


    “Agent Bishop thought it might have been something to do with the gas canister. That’s why I couldn’t do it.”


    Amy shook her head then, in part unable to stand talking about it. “I don’t know if this is the time to talk about it, Nix,” she sighed.


    “OK.” Nicole nodded. “But I wanted you to know, I wish … I wish I could have saved him.”


    “Yeah. So do I,” Amy replied softly.


    They sat there in silence, but it was different from the companionable kind they were used to. This one spoke of tension, iciness. Words unsaid. Feeling the weight of it too, Amy set her fork down on her plate and reached out for Nicole’s hand.


    Nicole let in a short, stabbing breath. She’d had no idea until that moment just how isolated she’d felt from Amy since arriving back from her imprisonment. She clutched at her friend’s hand.


    “Thing is, Nicole, you’re my girl,” Amy stammered, her head bowed. A teardrop released from her eyelash and splashed onto the mahogany below. “You’ll always be that. But Drake … Geez, Nicole, the way he died, it was … I can’t get it out of my head.”


    “I understand.”


    “No, Nicole. I’m sorry, but you don’t.” Amy looked at her now with what amounted to a hard stare. “We loved each other,” she continued. “We were good, you know? You were in danger, and I watched your back, and he watched mine. Except …”


    Nicole nodded, steeling herself for what might come next.


    Amy gave a little squeeze of her hand. “Except now, with Drake gone, I’ve got nobody watching out for me.”


    “I get it.” Nicole felt the tears surge up to her eyes.


    “You’re still my girl. And this is all still so new. And God knows what they put you through in DuBois’ lab. And that box …” Amy became choked up. “I will never be able to thank you enough for saving my life. I’m alive because of you. Again. But … I’m also now alone because of you.”


    There it was — the truth that Nicole had known in her heart.


    “I don’t know how long it’s going to take me to come to terms with that,” Amy pressed on. “So, while I’d love to be the old Amy, I just … I just can’t. It feels wrong. Like I’d be disrespecting Drake.”


    Nicole smiled and squeezed her hand.


    From the other end of the room, Ben let out a squeal, and a motorized whirring sound could be heard above the fireplace.


    Nicole turned to see the entire wall revolving to reveal a 96-inch, curved OLED TV. Ben’s eyes seemed to be popping out of their sockets, and he screamed again with delight. Jason turned around, grinning at Nicole and applauding at the spectacle. Ben immediately fell in love with the remote — a tiny, palm-sized device, one side of it was a touch-screen display, and the other side was brushed aluminum that sensed motion. Ben flipped through several different menus on the TV. “The president has access to just about every movie ever made. Just pick anything. How about The Avengers?”


    Jason raised his hands like Loki from the movie. “I am Loki of Asgard, and I am burdened with glorious knowledge.”


    Nicole and Ben cracked up. Jason’s Loki impersonation was spot-on.


    “‘Knowledge’? Really?” Ben asked.


    “Just roll with it. Nobody’s perfect,” Nicole responded.


    Amy, still not feeling able to put the sad memories behind her and enjoy herself, let herself outside.

  


  
    I Thought I Heard Something


    Minutes later, Amy heard the balcony door slide open. She didn’t look around, but instead kept her eyes fixed on the stars above the magnificent grounds leading up to the resort. There was a gentle breeze that night, and there was something purifying about it. She could be alone out here and yet not feel lonely.


    Ben emerged from the sitting room and slid the glass door closed behind him.


    “I come bearing brownies,” he announced, and he set down two bowls on the metal table.


    “Thanks,” Amy replied, taking a bowl.


    “OK if I sit out here?” he asked.


    “Assertive and confident. It’s new for you, but I like it, Ben,” Amy joked. For a moment, he could see a flash of the old, sassy, fun-loving Amy, but it disappeared rather quickly, replaced with sadness again. “Go ahead.”


    Amy took a bite of the dessert. It was as comforting as it could be right now. “Not watching the movie?”


    Ben sat down, stuffed in a large mouthful of sweet chocolate confection, and shook his head. “I left them to it.”


    “Things getting a little hot and heavy in there?”


    Ben sighed and shrugged. No worse than you and Drake, he could have said, but that comment wouldn’t be the best at the moment.


    Amy smiled. “It’s OK. Why do you think I’m out here?”


    “I figured you wanted to be alone.”


    “Yeah, well, there’s only so much of the Nicole and Jason show I can take right now.”


    “Understood.” Ben nodded. “You and Nicole good?”


    “We’re good,” Amy said, keeping the food momentum going by attacking the next bite of brownie. “But we just had to say some things.”


    “You’re still angry with her?”


    “No. Not really. I know Nicole didn’t do anything wrong. And I shouldn’t blame her, but I can’t stop myself. I just want all this strangeness to stop. I want to get back home, hug my mom, torment Troy and walk our dog. I want to go back to school and do my lessons and try … try to work out what to do with all this stuff inside my head. I don’t imagine it will go away anytime soon. I’m a serious candidate for some therapy.”


    “No,” Ben replied. He accidentally banged down his half-finished bowl.


    Amy jumped.


    “Sorry,” Ben responded.


    But Amy was sitting forward. The noise she’d heard hadn’t come from the impact of crockery on the glass tabletop.


    “I thought I heard something.”


    “Which direction?” Ben scanned the grounds. It was dark outside, and the tall trees surrounding Bluegrove were casting mischievous shadows on the night lawn.


    “There.”


    Amy pointed, and then Ben saw them.


    It was a lone figure, and behind him were six larger, beefed-up men. Max’s mercenaries.


    “It’s him,” Ben said, almost as a whimper. Fear glued him to the ground. Gunshots were becoming more audible.


    Max was here, and by the looks of it, the Secret Service agents hired to protect the president on the resort grounds were about to suffer the same fate as those who had gone before them at the hospital.


    Amy jumped up, and the metal chair fell away from her with a clang. She burst through the double doors and interrupted Nicole and Jason mid-kiss. Surprised, Nicole sat up and smoothed down her ruffled hair.


    “Max is here, Nicole. He’s come for the president.”

  


  
    He’s Crazy!


    Officer Gillespie’s ears had been attuned to the sound of gunshots since the age of 13. His neighbor’s uncle was a trigger-happy redneck named Barnie, and the State Police officer had quickly learned to recognize when it was safer to play indoors.


    So the moment the firecracker sounds began, he radioed to his men positioned all around the inside of Bluegrove to prepare for action. Nobody had told him, but he’d suspected the injured president had been brought here. Little truth filtered down to his level, but you don’t bring out rings of police protection for fun, he reasoned. If the president’s keepers were trying to be discreet, they were doing a pretty horrible job. Several drones were guarding the entire resort like vultures circling over a fly-covered animal.


    All the police officers had responded to his alert.


    Gillespie took his defensive position in a corner of the lobby. His hands rested on his gun, and his eyes locked on the revolving doors that led into the impressive, sweeping lobby. He waited.


    All around them, confused hotel guests were still trying to go about their business, the tinkling piano creating an odd backdrop to the rising atmosphere of anxiety.


    Gillespie wiped a stray drip of sweat from his brow. The tension was almost palpable, and there were the beginnings of low-level fear rising in the room. Some of the guests who had noticed the increased police presence were downing their coffees and making their exits.


    Nobody had indicated who would be leading crowd control — Gillespie and his men were now off-script and running on experience and adrenaline. “Folks, for your own safety, I would suggest that you each return to your rooms and lock the doors until further notice,” Gillespie said to some nearby hotel patrons.


    Several of the hotel guests had started filming and photographing the officers with their smartphones, likely sensing a possible once-in-a-lifetime Facebook moment.


    “For God’s sake, put those down and get yourselves to safety!” Gillespie scolded them.


    From the back of the hotel, where the kitchens were, a line of black-uniformed, armed federal agents emerged, primed for an expected attack.


    “About time,” Gillespie mumbled to himself. He considered them with due disdain. The most noticeable thing about them was that they were wearing what amounted to riot gear.


    A heads-up would’ve been nice. His men were still in their usual patrol uniforms.


    It wasn’t too long before the shooting outside became far more audible and the front doors of the hotel began to revolve.


    A tall man clad in black and wearing a helmet like Magneto’s from X-Men entered. Three armed guards flanked him on either side.


    Gillespie found himself wondering what kind of equipment they had on — theirs matched the feds’ riot gear, but it was bulkier, and on their shoulders they wore what looked like some kind of fluid feeding in through a tube. He also couldn’t help but be puzzled over why the man leading them had on no armor at all.


    The sleek man stopped in the middle of the lobby and pointed at the federal agents behind the state troopers.


    Without a moment’s hesitation or any verbal warning, Max’s men opened fire.


    Guests and staff alike began screaming. People dove to the floor frantically, trying to get out of the way of the bullets. Chaos reigned all around.


    The federal agents returned fire, but with the bullets seemingly ringing off the mercenaries’ heavy armor, they could only watch as their shots struck their targets time and time again.


    Gillespie returned fire of his own.


    He felt a swell of pride as one of his shots took hold and hit Max square in the chest. Max clutched his ribcage, turned, and looked Gillespie straight in the eye.


    “You there. Nice shot.” The lilt of his accent — was that Middle Eastern? — almost purred through the lobby. “It’s a pity, though. If you didn’t notice, I directed my men to open fire on the federal agents, not the police. I know you’re just doing your job — you probably don’t even know why you’ve been summoned here.”


    “Freeze, don’t move, and put your hands up,” one of Gillespie’s men shouted, his gun pointed at Max’s head.


    “But you’ve already shot me. What more can you do?” Max looked down at the oozing wound, wiped his hand across the entry point and examined his now-bloody palm. “I’m sorry, but now you are fair game.”


    “He’s crazy,” Gillespie mumbled out loud.


    Then the strange man stared into Gillespie’s eyes a little more, and Gillespie suddenly felt a terrible pain building in his stomach. It was visceral. All-encompassing.


    Before Gillespie had time to say anything, a bright white light that was shining tunnel-like before him caught him off guard.


    His last thought was that he had forgotten to kiss his wife goodbye that morning because he had been in so much of a rush.


    The state trooper then collapsed from a chest wound.

  


  
    A Choice


    The useful thing about having a dedicated elevator was that it could transport passengers as quickly as possible, but even it wasn’t fast enough now. Though the gentle orchestral music in the elevator seemed to whine on forever, eventually the doors opened to the PRESS lobby, and, side by side, Ben and Amy dashed along the corridor.


    They burst back into the kitchens, where they knew they would find the PRESS offices and could alert Agent Bishop.


    Sure enough, Bishop was emerging from the PRESS secure offices.


    “We have company,” the agent said in his dry way. Velasquez, who had stepped out behind Bishop, was looking far more concerned.


    “Stay out of Max’s way. He’ll use you against Nicole,” she warned the teens.


    “I don’t think Nicole’s coming down,” Amy noted.


    “That will be her choice,” Bishop replied. “The police and feds are in the main resort lobby, so the president is safe for now. Stay in here with us.” He drew out his gun and indicated for them to head to the corner of the bunker.


    Outside, gunshots were ringing out more furiously than ever over the muffled screams of those who were being forced to witness the carnage. Amy and Ben moved to the kitchen’s serving hatch to watch the action unfold in the distance beyond the restaurant.


    Max was striding through the lobby, and the floor around him was littered with the unmoving bodies of federal agents and police troopers. With one look from Max, anyone who fired at him found the bullet returned to them. Among shocked cries, the agents and troopers gripped their wounds and fell to the floor.


    Three, four, five of them dropped like flies in front of Max, who stepped over each of his dead attackers as if they were bumps on a road. All of a sudden, however, Max stopped in his tracks. He surveyed the dead bodies and the cowering hotel guests and staff who had obeyed his orders and remained on the floor. He observed them all with an inscrutable expression.


    The silence after the gunfire sucked the air from the room. Max stretched out his hand to his side, and the mercenary nearest to him handed him a wireless headset. Max proceeded to attach it to his ear.


    From the back of the hotel, a new row of agents emerged from the depths of the military bunker and, mobilized, they took their positions.


    “To everyone in this hotel,” Max began, his voice loud and strong, “including the soldiers back there who have just arrived — let me tell you now, I have no qualms against you. I know that you probably have no idea what your government even does most of the time, despite the fact that you voted these people in. But please understand this: I’m here to kill your leader, the president, to avenge what he has done to my people. And if you try to stop me …” Max spread out his arms as if to present the surrounding bodies as evidence of his credentials. “If you try to stop me, you will die too. So, I advise you all now …” Max began to walk, stepping near the fearful and cowering bystanders. “Don’t fight me. Stay exactly where you are, put down your weapons and lower your heads, and no harm will come to you.”


    He bent down then and picked up a smartphone a frightened teenager was holding. He turned around, and, after a few swipes of the screen, smiled at the phone and snapped a selfie with all the destruction in the background. He returned the phone and continued on his path.


    Just then, a lone set of footsteps echoed from above.


    At the top of the wide, sweeping staircase stood Nicole. She glared down at Max.


    Aware of her presence, he stared up at her.


    “That goes for you too, Balancer.”


    For a moment, Nicole was speechless. She looked down at the wreckage Max had left in his wake. Brave men and women — wives and husbands, brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers — lying on the floor, victims of their own bullets.


    Max’s eyes were on Nicole the whole time.


    Nicole gripped the banister and felt the weight of choice press down upon her. Though she had already asserted herself with the president, she’d known a decisive moment was still to come. She just hadn’t realized her decision would be laid out so starkly as this, or so soon.


    The president was going to let her live a normal life without confronting Max. He had promised that.


    But now Nicole faced a choice, and if she was going to do it, she had to make the decision now.


    With a flick of her hair behind her ears, Nicole took a breath.


    She began to Balance.

  


  
    Nicole’s Doing That


    The first tree came crashing through the high-ceilinged lobby window, and mayhem instantly erupted all around. Those trembling on the floor couldn’t decide whether to stay silent and still as Max had instructed, or to flee for their lives.


    Officer Gillespie began coming to. He stepped up and away from the tunnel of light he’d been approaching for the past few minutes. Consciousness slowly resumed, and the officer found himself in a world of cramping pain and deep aching in his limbs.


    The first thing he noticed was that a bullet had popped out of his torso and onto the floor.


    “What the hell?” he muttered under his breath. Blood was now seeping out of the wound, so he held his shirt down to apply pressure. He eased himself up onto his elbows and looked around. Some of the other officers were also coming to and resuming fire on Max and his men.


    Then Gillespie saw Nicole on the second floor above the lobby. The girl from the wildfire. Something was different about her, though, as she held her hands raised at shoulder height. She had become more mature, more determined — a young woman on the cusp of true power. And there was a halo of energy around her. It wasn’t a light, but seemed to be a disturbance in the surrounding air that was visible from a distance.


    Gillespie stood up and pointed to Nicole. “That girl up there. Her name is Nicole. Protect that girl with your lives!” he commanded amongst the chaos and the shooting.


    In the kitchen, Amy craned to get a better look at the action unfolding while Ben narrated.


    “Max was saying something to Nicole …”


    From outside the hotel came a wave of new sounds — crashing trees, crunching cars, breaking glass and activated car alarms.


    “Nicole’s doing that.”


    “Is it working?”


    “Yes! Yes!” Ben exclaimed. Sure enough, on the floor, the president’s men and a few policemen began to rouse. Bullets began to pop out of their bodies, gently scything a path up and out, their wounds partially healed.


    “And she’s seriously kicking Max’s ass. She’s become more powerful than I’ve ever seen her. I can see her healing several people at once.”


    Ben’s joy faded as he saw what was happening next, however. The soldiers may have been standing, but Max’s men were easily hitting them back to the floor.


    “But Max is stronger,” Ben murmured, his excitement changing to disappointment. “As soon as she heals them, they are being shot again.”


    Max advanced through the lobby, his smartphone held out in front of him, guiding him to his target using GPS and the resort map provided by DuBois. Spying the kitchens, Max began to stride forward.


    At the sight of Max advancing, Ben grabbed Amy’s hand to raise her to a viewing point.


    “He knows. He knows the secret door through the kitchens!”


    “How?”


    “DuBois?”


    Amy nodded, and before Ben could stop her, she slid out of the kitchen and into the lobby.


    She stood in front of the kitchen doors, her hands behind her back, guarding them. Max halted, surprised to see her.


    “You’re not getting past me,” Amy asserted. She stared up, her chin jutting out a little, challenging him.


    “Ah, you’re one of the Balancer’s little team, I take it?”


    “I’m her friend. You probably don’t have any of those, do you?”


    “Well, I’ve got something a lot more effective than friends. My friends don’t tend to die on me. And if they do, I can bring them back to life.” Max knew emphasizing those two words would pierce Amy’s heart more than any bullet could.


    Amy felt her anger rise, but she didn’t let that falter her voice. “How? All you’re good for is taking life.”


    Max tapped the side of his nose.


    “It’s a secret. Look, we can stay and chat for a bit, and then my men can shoot you, though I’d rather they didn’t. You heard my warning. See over there, where all the police and feds are huddled up? Don’t get in my way.”


    Amy strode forward so that she was almost nose to nose with Max. She could feel his breath on her face. He seemed unalarmed by her actions.


    “I will kill you,” Max murmured.


    “No!” Nicole shouted from above. “Amy, please!”


    The Taker glanced up then, an amused expression curling his features. But Amy pressed on, her voice a little louder for the benefit of their audience.


    “The thing with taking,” she began, “is that you have to know how to give first. That’s the thing about good intentions. There’s a balance to it all. It is possible to forgive someone when they make a mistake, if their intentions were good. Even if that means that sometimes they have to kill for a higher purpose.”


    Max blinked, then waved his hand. “I don’t know what she’s babbling about. Shoot her.”


    But from up above, Nicole had heard Amy’s words, and she knew they were meant for her. It struck her then that she had been looking at this wrong. For the past 10 minutes, she had been healing. She had been defending the men who were fighting. But she was the Balancer — why limit her powers to defense only?


    As she raised her hands and contacted the pain of the agents and troopers on the ground, Nicole gripped at the energy of the mercenaries advancing at Max’s side.


    One by one, she would take them down.


    And one by one, that’s exactly what she did.


    The mercenaries on the flank were the first to feel the pain slice through them. Confused, they checked and saw no bullet holes in their metal armor, and yet they felt a sudden, devastating fire in their bodies. They cried out as the life burned out from them, and they dropped to the floor.


    Max looked up at Nicole. “You’re making a big mistake.”


    “What are you going to do about it?”


    Nicole resumed her path down the central staircase, her eyes locked on Max.


    At that moment, Officer Gillespie moved up and aimed his gun at Max.


    “Don’t!” Amy shouted.


    But it was too late. Gillespie fired, and the bullet found its target in Max’s torso. Blood trickled down his shirt. He began to laugh and as he watched Nicole approaching, waiting to see the whites of her eyes. She continued her descent, holding on to the banister as she went. She had left one last mercenary on the brink of death. She had left him just for Max.


    She stopped walking just as she reached the bottom stairs. She held out her hand and gripped the death force of the mercenary and lifted it like a terrible, painful cloud, up and out of him. Then she reached out to sense Max’s dark vitality.


    Or, she tried.


    Again she reached out her hand to grip what should have been raw energy, but with horror she realized there was none to feel.


    She looked at Max in confusion as he caught sight of the whites of her eyes and began to attempt to take the life from Nicole to heal his wounds.


    But nothing happened.


    Max couldn’t defeat her, nor she him.


    It was a stalemate.


    Gillespie opened fire and shot repeatedly into Max’s body. “Nicole, run! I’ll slow him down if I can.”


    “Thank you!” Nicole shouted as she dashed toward Amy and Ben. At that moment, the friends knew they had to fall back to the president. They had lost the battle for the main lobby.

  


  
    That’s What Guys Like You Do, Right?


    Nicole and Amy flung open the kitchen doors to join Ben. Moments later, Jason slipped in behind them.


    “Just what the hell are you doing here?” Nicole asked Jason. “I left you up there for your own good!”


    “My own good?” Jason shouted back. “You locked me on a hotel balcony while you ran off into the direction of all the gunshots. Have you gone mad?”


    “If our lives weren’t in danger, this would be such an awesome moment,” Amy whispered to Ben. They fist-bumped. “It’s their first lovers’ quarrel.”


    “Fine! If you die, then don’t blame me!” Nicole shouted at Jason.


    “Oh, brilliant threat, because if I’m dead, then I won’t be able to blame you, because I’m dead!” Jason shot back.


    This broke Nicole’s concentration for just a moment, and her eyes couldn’t resist emitting a small twinkle at Jason’s witty response. “Touché! A stalemate. OK, then just stay behind me. Now where’s Bishop?”


    “They’re all downstairs with the president,” said one of the panic-stricken Secret Service agents.


    “Good. We have to get to him before Max.” Nicole cast around for something higher to stand on, then chose to climb up onto a shiny metal counter. “Everybody get out through the lobby!” she shouted. “There’s an armed gunman, but do not challenge him and do not fight him. Make no aggressive moves. Leave your hands up and heads down. Now go!”


    The staff needed no second invitation to flee. Head chefs, waiters, sous chefs and sommeliers alike all moved at once — 25 panicked people running for their lives. And the desperate stampede was all aiming for one exit.


    At the moment 50 hands pushed on the swinging doors, one man on the other side felt unexpected resistance to his efforts to get through.


    “What the? …” Max screamed in anger.


    Nicole smiled when she caught a glimpse of Max’s frustration through the doors’ windows.


    She had seen the surprise in his eyes. For all of their research, neither DuBois nor Professor Barnard had ever found out that a Taker could not defeat a Balancer.


    There was no time to lose. With panic kicking at her heels, Nicole ran forward, dodging the clattering pans and slippery floor as she went.


    The secure offices at the back of the kitchen were now abandoned, everyone having decamped to the safety of the bunkers below. Nicole, Amy and Jason heaved a heavy desk to block the doors from the kitchen. In this time frame, every second counted. The imperative was to reach the elevators and get to the president before Max did.


    Ben was first to arrive at the elevator, but by the expression on his face, something seemed to be wrong. He began to hunt all around the elevator’s metallic frame, panic beginning to fray his nerves.


    “What’s wrong?” Nicole asked.


    Ben pointed to a card slot on the side. “It’s ID-activated. Without one, we can’t get down.”


    Amy ran to the landline phone on the secretary’s desk, searching for a number — anything. She picked up the receiver.


    “It’s dead!” she cried.


    “Damn!” Ben responded. He kicked the elevator door.


    “Can’t you do something?” Amy asked.


    “What? What do you want me to do?” Ben shouted.


    Amy stared at him. “You’re a computer geek. Just pop off the panel and hack the elevator. That’s what guys like you do, right?”


    Insulted, Ben shouted back, “Guys like me? Just what the hell is that supposed to mean?”


    “You know exactly what I mean! You’re the smart one — go do that thing you do. And do it now!”


    Nicole and Jason took a half-step back and huddled.


    “If our lives weren’t in danger, this would be such an awesome moment,” Nicole whispered into Jason’s ear. They fist-bumped. “It’s their first lover’s quarrel.”


    The gunshots were getting less frequent now, and a creeping realization took hold of them all — that Max would be on them any second. Then the door to the offices began to move from the impact, presumably of Max’s fist.


    “He’s coming in. At least he’s not telekinetic,” Jason whispered.


    Nicole stood in front of her friends.


    “He can’t hurt me,” she said. “And I won’t let him hurt you.”


    They waited.


    BAM BAM BAM.


    It was the sound of the rhythmic pounding of Max’s kicks and punches as he attempted to breach the door. He may have supernatural powers, but his physical strength was limited to mortal standards. Inch by inch, the desk moved back, allowing the door to open further each time.


    Nicole was going to have to face Max again. This time, however, she was ready.


    All of a sudden, a cheerful ding caused them all to turn.


    The elevator doors opened, and there stood Velasquez, gun in hand.


    “Need a lift?” she inquired.

  


  
    It’s a Street Fight


    The lower corridors were eerie and abandoned as Max stalked through them, stepping over the dead bodies of guards and FBI agents. Upon leaving the elevator, he had mown them down like a bulletproof mirror to a machine gun. He headed now toward the deepest chamber, where the president would be hiding. Cowering like a rat in a trap. The sheer spinelessness made Max’s skin crawl.


    DuBois’ ID card had enabled him to gain easy access to the elevator — that part he hadn’t failed at. He had negotiated this corridor alone, as his guards were suffering side effects from Nicole. She ended up being stronger and faster than he had expected.


    A nondescript door — bulletproof — with an ID-card slot next to it loomed up ahead. Even after all this time, all these casualties, Max took a breath before swiping the card through. He remembered the promise he had made to his mother — to leave Tazhbekistan and avenge their family. Their nation.


    He slid the card through, and the door unlocked.


    The door opened to reveal the girl he recognized to be Nicole, standing in front of her three friends and flanked by two armed FBI agents. The room was a mock up of the Oval Office. The American flag hung at the back. And where the real Oval Office would have had windows, this one displayed pictures of a beautiful fall day in Washington, D.C.


    Everyone standing was shielding the President of the United States, who was sitting at his desk.


    “Good evening,” Max said. He stepped inside and surveyed the anxious faces. “I see you’ve been expecting me. Unfortunately for you, all of your comrades are now dead or dying.”


    Bishop raised his gun. “Come any further and I’ll shoot.”


    Max laughed. He raised both arms and stood in the shape of a cross. “Didn’t you get the memo? Go ahead, Agent Bishop. Take your best shot. I’m at your mercy.”


    Nicole turned her head, her eyes resting on Max the whole time.


    “Please don’t shoot, Agent Bishop. He’s a Taker, and he’ll just use it against us.”


    Bishop wavered. This scenario had never existed before. The man who wanted to assassinate the president was standing right before his loaded gun with his arms outstretched.


    Max watched Bishop like a hawk.


    Nicole put her hand on Bishop’s shoulder and shook her head. “Please, Bishop. Don’t.” She touched his hand with hers and gently lowered the gun to his side.


    “Oh, well. It doesn’t matter,” Max murmured as he opened his jacket to reveal a bloodstain on his chest. “Heavens, I’ve been shot. It’s a pretty good shot, too. And what’s this? I’m bleeding profusely and may die in less than a minute. Pity — less than one minute to live. What to do?”


    Max cast his fist out high above his head and clenched it tight.


    Behind them, the president let out a yell as the Taker took hold of his life force.


    Within moments, Nicole had raised her hand. Max felt her energy intervene, and it almost took his breath away. He tried again, impacting and then removing the president’s life force. Nicole counteracted Max’s damage, however, and before he knew it, she had healed the president.


    “Stop this madness, Max. What good will killing him do?” Nicole faced him.


    Then Max leapt toward the tall figure of John Lane Percival and grabbed him by the throat.


    Is this how it’s all going to end? Nicole thought. A street fight in the corner of the mock Oval Office?


    Bishop lunged forward to grab Max from the president, but Max was stronger. He shoved Bishop toward the wall, and only stopped at the sight of the business end of Velasquez’s pistol.


    “Velasquez! No!” Nicole screamed.


    Velasquez froze in terror, afraid to shoot the man who was trying to kill the president.


    “Please, allow me.” Max grabbed Velasquez’s hand and pulled the trigger himself, which caused the gun to fire and a bullet to pierce his chest once again. Max stumbled for a moment, but soon regained his balance. “You’d think I’d be used to getting shot, but it still does sting a bit.”


    Once more, Max turned toward the president. John Lane Percival looked his attacker straight in the eye, and soon began to cripple over in agony.


    Nicole summoned the life energy from the mercenaries she had taken on in the lobby and tried again to bring her healing force to the president, recalling again the weight of his daughter as though she were carrying the young John Lane Percival in her arms, just like she and Amy had done when babysitting Troy as a toddler years before.


    As she channeled her Balancing energy force into the president, she could only wonder what was happening above. Those surrounding them watched in awe as Nicole struggled to save the president and Max attempted to kill him.


    She had never Balanced for this long, and the strain was beginning to exhaust Nicole’s mind. She stumbled at that moment, but Jason stepped forward and took her hand. He supported her and held her close.


    She could sense him now, and it gave her strength. Then behind her, she felt a familiar hand on her shoulder.


    Amy.


    “You don’t need to do this alone, Nicole,” she said, staring at Max as though to make a point.


    The president was beginning to recover. He got back to his feet and stood before the people who held his life in the balance.


    “Maximilian Karakov, you have been lied to,” Bishop explained.


    “Save your breath. You’ll need every one you can get,” Max sneered.


    “DuBois doesn’t want to help you. He just uses your powers. Ask him where his funds really go. He won’t arm the Tazhbekistani people. No one will.”


    Max kept his eyes fixed on the president.


    “I’m willing to bet,” Max began, “that Nicole has never tested how far her powers can travel. All the life she’s destroyed upstairs — I can feel it. The well of life has run out, Nicole. You have nowhere else to draw life from.”


    Nicole saw him glance up at her, and for a second her confidence faltered. She knew he was trying to psych her out — to undermine her abilities.


    The president was on the floor now, clutching his throat and being held by Velasquez. Max was as determined as ever. And even with Amy and Jason at her side, Nicole could not hold on much longer.


    Nicole started to tear up, and her mind searched for her memories of the hotel, the lobby, the resort grounds, the forest. She had drained all the life she could sense in her mind. There was no more life to give aside from taking the life from somebody she knew.


    With a choking feeling in her throat, she began to speak. “I’m sorry, Mr. President. I can’t save you.”

  


  
    Class Is Over!


    “Class is over, Balancer!” Max howled. “I think your grade will be a … D. For ‘dead.’ Or ‘dying’?”


    Nicole felt Jason’s hand squeeze hers, and he looked deep into her eyes before returning his concentration to the president.


    “Don’t give up, Nicole. Together!” Jason cried. “I’m with you.”


    “You’re weakening, Giver. I can see it in your eyes. Face it — your life is finite. Death is endless.”


    “Giver?” Nicole’s attention turned to Jason. He gave a little shrug.


    Bishop cocked his gun again and aimed it at Max’s head.


    “Even if it gives us only a second of reprieve, I swear I will shoot you until there are no more bullets,” the agent hissed.


    “No!” Jason responded “Don’t you see? It’s your bullets and weapons that are giving him his powers.”


    Then it all made sense to Bishop. Springing like a cat, his shoulder collided with Max’s waist as he brought the sleek Taker down. Almost immediately, the roles reversed. Bishop had Max pressed down on the floor and could feel him struggling beneath him.


    Then the Taker reached for Bishop’s gun.


    “No!” Bishop cried. But it was too late. Max had grabbed it and was ranging it at his own chest. Thinking fast, Bishop punched it out of his grasp.


    The gun bounced onto the ground and discharged from the impact.


    Stunned silence blanketed the room.


    Then Max began to clap in slow motion.


    “Bravo. Oh, this is just perfect. Thank you, Agent Bishop. I didn’t have to kill the president after all. You did.”


    They turned to see the president then, blood pooling at his side.


    At last, Nicole had her chance. She could sense the president’s pain, but when it came to collecting life from above, it was like a concrete wall was blocking her path. Perhaps all of the life force was gone, or perhaps she had no energy of her own left.


    Bishop ran to the president’s side and ripped open his shirt, but he was surprised to find that the president’s wound had healed. There was no blood at all.


    “Nicole! You did it?”


    She was confused. “No. It wasn’t me.”


    They heard the slump behind them as Jason slid down the wall with a bullet wound to his chest.


    Nicole rushed to Jason’s side, as the room became a blur of activity in slow motion.


    Bishop had manhandled Max into cuffs.


    On the floor, Nicole held Jason in her arms. His breathing was hoarse, and he had taken on so much pain that it was muddying his senses. Nicole closed her eyes, and thought of everything in the resort. Her mind traveled everywhere — the kitchen, the lobby, the restaurant, the forest. She could sense nothing that provided a source of life she was willing to take.


    “I can’t save you,” Nicole sobbed, stroking his hair. “Jason, I …”


    “Remember Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan?” Jason put his forehead against Nicole’s. “The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.”


    “Or the one,” Nicole whispered through tears.


    Jason gave a weak smile and whispered through labored breaths, “I finally got one right, didn’t I?”


    He closed his eyes then, while the spirit of life leaked from his body into the space around him.

  


  
    It’s Like New York City After 9/11


    “We need to get Jason outside — along with as many of the injured as you can bring with us!” Nicole ordered.


    Bishop radioed up Nicole’s instructions to the federal agents scattered throughout the facility.


    Security arrived to escort Max away — under strict instructions not to bait or injure him. Max fought to break free, but the guards held on to him too tightly to allow for escape.


    “Nicole!” Max howled. “Nicole! Listen to me.”


    “What? Haven’t you said enough? Haven’t you hurt enough people for one day?”


    “Nicole, I’m sorry. But you and I are not really that different. These people around you, they aren’t your friends. They help you because they need you, and they fear you. Just like they need and fear me. You know what I’m saying is true. You know it. They are barbarians. If you won’t do what they say, mark my words, they will kill you.”


    “That’s not true!” Nicole cried back, unable to maintain her composure.


    “But it is true. How many times have they tried to kill you already? Once? Twice? Three times? How many times will you let them try to kill you?”


    “Get that piece of crap out of here now!” the president shouted, no longer able to stand Max’s babbling.


    The agents dragged Max from the room.


    Nicole had to ignore Max’s comments and concentrate. She looked down and resolved to focus on the task at hand — healing Jason.


    Bishop led the group through the corridors in silence. Bishop and the president carried him out on their shoulders.


    “Clear a path!” the president ordered.


    Confused police officers and federal agents filled the lobby. All had a kind of dazzled shock on their faces from trying to come to terms with the miracle of their own survival.


    The first thing Nicole noticed in the lobby was the shriveled foliage of all the dead plants. It was everywhere. She pressed on to the resort exit. She could see an SUV waiting outside, as Bishop had arranged.


    No one was prepared for the sight of the resort grounds.


    Even Bishop gasped as they emerged from the revolving doors. A thick cloud of ash obscured the sun. It was as though they had been transported to some distant moonscape. Felled trees had crunched into the parked cars below, which were in turn covered with ash and debris. Leaves were gathered dead and shriveled on the ground, and what branches remained were stick-like, deadened and bare. Barrenness marked the length and breadth of the once lush and verdant grounds.


    Not a single living thing had survived as far as she could see.


    Did she do this?


    “It’s like New York City after 9/11,” Ben murmured.


    On a nearby, unmarked car, a badly injured mercenary struggled to escape from the agents he feared were coming to find him. But his body was too weak to even stand up.


    “Bring him, too. Nobody else dies today,” Nicole said.


    From behind them, the doors revolved again. Officer Gillespie, blood on his clothes but as upright and determined as Nicole had ever seen him, emerged.


    “Nicole Aaronson.” He held out his hand. “It would be the State Police Department’s honor to escort you. We cannot forget what you did back there.” Several officers behind Gillespie saluted Nicole. “Nicole, we are forever in your debt,” Gillespie continued.


    Nicole shook his hand. Aside from the bullet-ridden uniform, Gillespie looked exactly as she remembered him from a few months back, but the way he was admiring her now told her just how much the circumstances had changed in that time.


    “How far does the destroyed forest go?” Ben asked.


    “We have some reports from troopers in nearby towns. The destruction stretches as far as a 10-mile radius around the resort,” Gillespie replied.


    “We need to move,” Velasquez urged. She opened the back of the SUV. “Where to, Nicole?”


    “Officer, I need to find as much abundant life as possible.”


    Gillespie smiled. “I know exactly what you need. I’ll drive you there myself.”


    Velasquez slid into the passenger seat, and Gillespie climbed in beside her. They had one final journey to make.

  


  
    Can’t She Heal?


    At the beginning of their drive, no music was appropriate.


    But as the roads went on and on through the burnt and broken landscape, the desolate lands started to take their toll on the passengers of the SUV. They had all fallen silent, the ebbing adrenaline taking with it energy and leaving the chaos behind.


    The relentlessness of destruction and decay suspended them in a kind of bleak limbo. They had found a radio station playing Johnny Cash. Nicole had recalled her dad liking his music, and so it had stayed. Somehow the deep voiced melancholy that spoke so poignantly of pain and loss resonated with every one of their experiences.


    Every so often, Gillespie would hear a new report over the police radio, and helicopters hovered overhead, surveying the damage to the land.


    Jason was still breathing, but his breath was raspy. Bishop and Ben had laid him across the seat so that he could rest in Nicole’s arms, and she stroked his hair, studying his sleeping face.


    How was it that he could be under her nose all this time? Was he meant to catch the same flight as her?


    Also, if the prophecy were true, how was it that the world didn’t end when they were all in the same room? Then she thought how cruel it was that, of all the people in the world, she couldn’t heal Jason.


    Gillespie turned his head over his shoulder and addressed the group.


    “We’re about one mile away now. We should start to see some green soon. I’m heading for the banks of the New Shenandoah River. The paramedics will meet us there.”


    “Thanks.”


    “No thanks needed,” Gillespie murmured, shaking his head.


    As Gillespie had promised, they soon started to see the tiniest hint of green in the distance. Nicole felt her hope build as they emerged at the mouth of a river.


    She watched as Jason was carried out and laid out on the grass alongside those other soldiers and agents who had tried to stop Max from entering the president’s chamber. These were the people that Nicole was unable to heal.


    She stooped beside Jason and held his hand.


    Nicole touched the green, lush life around her, mixed it with the swirling ripple of life from the water, and summoned it in her left palm. When she felt she had gathered enough, she opened her own hand and held Jason’s in it. She remembered his warmth, the way he had kissed her and how he’d sacrificed his safety for hers.


    So now she would Balance.


    She closed her eyes, but the life energy wouldn’t transfer across. Frustrated, she opened her eyes for a moment, and then tried again. But she knew it just wasn’t working. She couldn’t hurt a Taker, and she couldn’t heal a Giver.


    Amy put her hand on Nicole’s shoulder.


    “Nix, maybe try it on others, just in case you’re worn-down.”


    “OK,” Nicole nodded. She moved to the next soldier along the line. The female soldier had her eyes clenched shut from the pain of it. Nicole laid her hand on her shoulder. “Hi?”


    “Hi.”


    “What’s your name?”


    “Biggs.”


    “Hey, Biggs. I’m going to fix your wounds, OK? Just relax.”


    This was how the next half-hour passed: Biggs, Thurman, Charles, countless names, and memories passed through Nicole’s hands. One by one they had stood up, healed, observing the dying plant life, and rushing water carrying dead fish downstream; understanding that it had to be this way so they could live. Each survivor in turn saying a prayer to whatever god they believed in and thanking that spirit for putting them in the presence of Nicole.


    At last, when all the others had been healed and Nicole knew her powers weren’t dwindling, she returned to Jason’s side.


    She held his limp hand, and she knew then that he was near death. She could try to Balance, but she knew in her heart it would be useless.


    She bowed her head and felt the loss hit her. Amy had said that she couldn’t know, but now she did. Nicole was left as helpless to watch Jason die in her arms, just as Amy had been with Drake. Why did the Giver have to be him?


    His lean face was still now — his beautiful, ice-blue eyes closed forever.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Nicole glanced up to find Amy kneeling next to her.


    “So am I.”


    She felt Amy’s arms around her, and accepted the warm embrace from her best friend. The president had advised Nicole to keep the good people around her, and her circle of trust started with Amy.


    “Guys?” Ben crouched next to them. He pointed at DuBois’ injured mercenary, who was trying to reconnect the tubes on his unusual-looking body armor. “If I’m right, that stuff in those tubes might be the answer we’re looking for.”


    As Nicole Balanced to heal the mercenary, Ben spent some time looking over the body armor and the medical devices worn by Max’s men. He recalled from the CCTV footage that when the soldiers were wounded, they would tap buttons on their shoulder straps, and then the strange, blue liquid would dispense into their bodies from the vials at their sides.


    Ben held out one of the tubes now, having dislodged it from its casing. At the end of the tube was a kind of small connector that plugged into the men’s bodies. Upon closer inspection, he could see that the tube had the letters “TSP” inscribed on it.


    “I knew it!” Ben announced. He scrambled to the soldier’s side.


    The mercenary rubbed his torso where he had been shot, and the dried blood flaked right off. He took a deep breath. “Wow. Thanks.”


    “Can you help us?” Ben asked. “We need to use this.”


    “Can’t she heal?” the mercenary replied.


    “Not exactly. Otherwise we wouldn’t ask,” Amy added.


    “Sure, sure. Anything for her.” The mercenary got to his feet, and together they crowded around Jason. “We usually keep it at shoulder height so the top of the vial is at the same height as your heart. There’s two tubes which facilitate the movement of fluids. One tube injects the medicine before the heart, and the other tube collects the residual fluid after the heart,” he explained. “We’ve had surgical ports installed so our bodies can connect as easily as plugging in a microwave. But we do have emergency connectors as a backup if the surgical ports get clogged. We can use those on your friend. But first, we’ll have to put the vest on him.”


    “Hurry,” Nicole urged.


    From the distance, a caravan of vehicles emerged over the crest of the hill. While Ben and the mercenary worked to pull the armor down to Jason’s side, the others watched the black cars pull up.


    The president arose from the back seat of the lead vehicle, and he gestured for calm among the crowd. He wanted no fuss; he only wished to see another miracle.


    After the vest was on Jason, the mercenary pulled out some alcohol swabs and cleaned Jason’s chest, then inserted two needles — one needle above and one below Jason’s heart. When a light on the panel turned from red to yellow, the mercenary punched a code into the digital pad. Nicole watched as the tube hatch opened and the blue liquid turned to red as it oxygenized. An LED light next to the tube started flashing green.


    “It’s flowing. Any moment now, and it should begin to work,” the mercenary explained.


    Nicole watched for signs of life. Amy stood by her side and would not let go of her shoulder. Ben’s fingers worked the straps and tubes. It was almost too tense for Bishop and Velasquez to watch.


    Jason’s body thrashed for a moment before he drew in a gasping lungful of breath and opened his eyes. He searched his surroundings confusedly, and then looked up to find Nicole staring down at him.


    “Hey …” he smiled.


    “Hey,” Nicole replied, stroking his hair away from his forehead.


    The final piece of the puzzle was now in place.


    Nicole leaned across and kissed Jason.


    “I thought I’d lost you.”


    “Me too.”


    He pulled her into an embrace. The energy was returning to his limbs, and the lifeblood flowed into him until every last drop of liquid in the vial was gone.


    As Nicole felt Jason’s warmth, she sensed a peace that had been eluding her for her entire life.

  


  
    Epilogue


    The next day, Team Balancer started their journey home.


    Nicole had thought the traffic would lessen as soon as they came off the interstate. It was mid-afternoon, so it wasn’t even close to rush hour, and yet groups of cars had slowed in what was usually a smooth stretch of road.


    She also noticed that the cars weren’t the usual mix of vehicles she would find on this route. Fairfax County ranked as one of the wealthiest counties in the entire country, so it was rare to see cars in poor condition. But on this day, there appeared to be more cars in need of repair than usual. And more out of state plates than she’d ever seen before. Kentucky, Ohio, Colorado, Nevada, even as far as California.


    Up ahead, they saw a church bus packed full of passengers. Nicole couldn’t help but crane her neck to stare at the scene inside. People were clapping and appeared to be singing hymns at the top of their lungs, with the occasional “Amen” shouted in unison.


    “Is there some concert or carnival going on?” she leaned forward to the driver and asked.


    “It’s, like, crawling in traffic for a concert in Bristow, Virginia,” Amy said.


    Bishop turned and glanced Velasquez’s way, then slowed down the vehicle as they approached a bridge. He let out a low whistle at the sight.


    “The GPS is showing thick traffic in the direction we’re heading, but no explanation why.”


    Nicole nodded and resumed sitting back. She was trying to relax and finish this chapter of her life. She hoped this would be the last time she would sit in the back of a federal vehicle. But Bishop had insisted on bringing them home himself.


    As the familiar road signs began to announce that Reston was close, Nicole found she could think about the future again. She and Amy had had their souls changed, and yet there were seeds of hope — that although Nicole’s future would be different from how she’d imagined it, she could still try to live a normal life away from the violence and selfishness she’d had to endure.


    The familiar stores and buildings leading up to the suburb of Reston came into view, and Nicole felt her heart lurch. They had been away just a matter of days, but so much had happened that it felt like years.


    “Nearly home,” Amy whispered, feeling a lightness lift her spirit at the thought of her mom — and even Troy.


    But as they turned off the main road and started to navigate through side streets, they encountered a new sight. There were dozens of families, couples, and people walking alone, and they were all heading in the same direction.


    To her right, Nicole saw a soldier and his wife with a well-mannered German Shepherd at their side. They were smiling and holding hands.


    In front of them, an elderly woman with a walker smiled and waved at their vehicle even though there was no way she could know who she was waving at. Despite her age and her physical limitations, her body seemed to be overflowing with pure joy.


    The group in front of them consisted of a large family, including six children, with the youngest in a wheelchair.


    At the corner to her neighborhood, a Fairfax County bus had stopped and released a new stream of people into the already gathering river of bodies.


    A similar expression of joy and hope was written on every face.


    Nicole observed them all as the SUV crawled toward her house. It was getting more difficult for the vehicle to make its way with the large number of pedestrians walking in the streets. Many of the people seemed oblivious to any street signs, wandering somewhat in a daze the way people at a concert do after the show has ended. It was mob rules. A happy mob, but a mob nonetheless. Soon the SUV came to a complete halt, the neighborhood street clogged with vehicles and people.


    Bishop put the vehicle in park, unbuckled himself, and pulled himself onto the top of the vehicle through the sunroof to survey the area.


    “Well this certainly changes the situation,” Bishop mumbled to Velasquez.


    Velasquez was at a loss for words and simply nodded in response.


    Nicole could see the distinctive white of her fence in the distance almost two blocks away. In the gardens and all along the walkways were people of all shapes and sizes and from every walk of life: blue-collar, white-collar, soldiers, students, the rich, the poor, the young, the old. Every color of human skin was represented.


    “What are they all doing here?” Nicole whispered.


    Though in her heart, she already knew.


    Jason squeezed Nicole’s hand.


    “I think they’re looking for a miracle.”
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