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    When teenagers Nicole and Amy save a child from a freak wildfire, they unwittingly trigger a bizarre sequence of events. In the following days, Nicole finds herself caught up in more extraordinary happenings, until she is forced to confront the startling truth about herself: She has the power to give life or take life from every living thing around her. As Nicole tests the extent of her powers, her activities attract the attention of mysterious agents who believe the girls are part of a larger terrorist plot. Now on a trail into the unknown, Nicole and Amy will be forced to question just what is real — and who they can trust.
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    To my dad,


    who passed away from cancer


    while I was writing this book

  


  
    Wild Arm Gestures


    Stretched out on the springy forest floor, Nicole held a soft brown pine cone in front of the summer sun, blanking out the immediate brightness. She had stayed like this for ten minutes now, marveling at the contrast between the smear of blue sky and the vibrant green at the top of the tall pines that towered above.


    The afternoon light cast long shadows across the ground, gently warming the tree sap so that the forest had become fragrant with a delicate aroma of pine. Nicole caught it now, inhaling deeply, and closed her eyes again.


    She liked the muffled sound here in the hazy forest, which had seemed to fall the second she’d entered from the hot, sunny banks of Lake Fairfax. The tranquil atmosphere was so soothing that after a few minutes of collecting firewood, she’d set down the pile and taken a moment to gather her thoughts. She liked the way her dark hair had fanned outward, blending in with the pine needles and brown earth of the forest floor.


    The distant thud of excited footsteps drew a grin from Nicole. A shout farther away confirmed her best friend’s imminent arrival. Moments later, Amy stood over her, hands on hips, with a mock cross expression on her face. The sun behind her wild mane of ginger-blonde hair made her look practically ferocious.


    “I knew you’d be here daydreaming,” she said, only half joking.


    Nicole patted the space next to her invitingly. The sound, she thought, was a little like the hollow noise Tarzan made when he thumped his chest.


    “Nope. No time. It’s nearly four already!”


    “I thought this break was meant to be restful.”


    “We can rest later. First, the show!”


    Amy stuck out her hand for Nicole to take. With a little groan, Nicole let her friend heave her up, and she stooped to pick up her firewood and head out.


    Nicole knew what this was really about. Next time they arranged a weekend trip to the lake, she made a mental note to check what Drake Jennings and his family were planning. She had wondered why Amy had seemed so particularly keen to make it this exact weekend, and she’d foolishly been convinced that it was because it was the last one before school began again at Oak Wood High.


    Since they’d pitched their tent in the camping grounds at Lake Fairfax a few days earlier, Amy had repeatedly found some excuse or another to swing by the family camping area and bump into Drake. This morning, a nosy yellow Labrador had managed to find its way into their food stash and steal a pack of bacon. Nicole seriously doubted that the dog had miraculously learned how to unzip a tent overnight, and she suspected it was all a sophisticated ruse to earn Amy another trip to the store. That was when Amy had mentioned to Drake that she and Nicole were filming their next YouTube show this afternoon, and he’d promised to be watching — which explained the rush now.


    The show had originally started as an assignment for a social media Web project at school. But the best friends continued to create shows even after completing the project. There wasn’t always a point to the shows, and their followers were made up of twenty or so school friends who responded with humorous quips and comments. If Nicole and Amy kept the bickering to a minimum, filming was a blast. Truth be told, Amy was more into it than Nicole was. Secretly, Amy hoped that something they’d do would go viral. Her celebrity gossip magazines were jam-packed with people who had stumbled into stardom, and she spent a great deal of her spare time working out how to get some of what they had. One of these days, there’d be an article charting Amy Madigan’s meteoric rise to fame. For this ambition, she exhibited the kind of drive that Nicole saved for studying and homework.


    While Nicole was collecting firewood, Amy had spent half an hour fixing her look, and had even tried to tame her frizzy blonde hair, though with minimal success. The sheer rigmarole (this was one of Amy’s favorite words, and was always accompanied by wild hand gestures) of actually looking halfway decent doubled her prep time. Amy had never responded well to Nicole’s suggestion that she cut her hair short and save herself all the trouble.


    “Ta-dah!” Amy presented herself. “We go live in ten minutes.” She looked around and admired her surroundings. “By the way, you picked an awesome spot, Nicole. I walked through some pretty sad-looking campsites, but ours is the best by far. Gorgeous flowers, lush green grass, towering trees, birds singing, and a … what is that?” Amy recoiled in overly dramatic horror and disgust.


    Nicole slowly walked over, already knowing this would be something pretty un-shocking. “What?”


    Amy just gasped and pointed.


    Nicole picked up a stick and poked the fuzzy thing. “Well, whatever it is or was, it’s dead and it’s not going to hurt anybody. We are in the woods after all. What did you expect?”


    “OK, well let’s just make sure that doesn’t end up in the video and ruin the shoot.” Amy proceeded to kick up an unnecessary amount of grass, twigs and leaf matter to cover up the offending dead ball of fuzz. Satisfied that the undesirable object would be beyond the view of the camera, Amy continued with the final preparations for the big show.


    “Wait! Where’s Bob?” Nicole glared at Amy.


    Amy grew a little silent then. “Ah, well …” she added defensively. “He was here a second ago. I thought you had him.”


    “It’s not my turn to watch Bob!”


    The girls had a running joke about a stuffed horse they’d won at a nearby amusement park a few years ago. Both were notorious for misplacing things and frequently liked to blame the other, so Bob was a convenient way to keep the peace between friends. Bob was always to blame for anything that went wrong: “Bob lost your phone,” “Bob spilled ketchup on your favorite blouse,” or “Bob ate your fries.”


    But Bob was also a good luck charm, and the friends always had him nearby whenever they made videos, and over the years he had also become a frequent subject of their photographs.


    “Bob! There you are.” Amy picked up Bob from under a pile of twigs. “OK, let’s try it Discovery Channel-style. Like a fake nature show, you know? Very serious. And present the fact that not many people out there know how to make the perfect s’more. They’re always burning themselves or getting chocolate down their pants and looking like they’ve had an accident. And it’s so, so easy. So we’ll show them step by step.”


    “This will be your version of the perfect s’more, right?”


    “It is the perfect s’more,” reasoned Amy. “Also, are you going to wear that?” she added, eyeballing Nicole’s T-shirt critically. “I have one that’s better with your hair,” she added, no insult intended.


    “Do you have any makeup left?”


    “Sure.” Amy ignored the jibe and threw Nicole her makeup bag, which was the size of most people’s backpacks. Nicole would be covering her freckles as best she could. They were a blight on her summer complexion every year.


    Heading back into the tent, she pulled off her shirt to swap it for the purple vest top, which Amy had laid out on her sleeping bag. As she discarded her top, something fell from her pocket.


    It was the pine cone from earlier. Or was it? Nicole scrutinized it more closely. This one was green and moist to the touch, like it was still growing. She’d pocketed the fallen cone, but couldn’t remember picking up this one.


    “Nix? While we’re young, eh?” Amy hollered from outside.


    After giving her face a quick look in the mirror, Nicole zipped the tent and pasted on her best smile.


    Amy held up her smartphone in front of both of them so that the screen showed both of their faces. There was a stark contrast between Amy’s frizzy blonde hair and green twinkling eyes and Nicole’s dark hair, lean features and freckles.


    “Action!” Amy shouted. She waved at the smartphone. “Hello and hiya from Lake Fairfax!” she exclaimed with her trademark wild arm gestures, from which Nicole had to duck. “Big shout-out to all our fellow campers here!”


    With her mind still on the pine cone and her heart yearning for the serenity of the forest, there was still something else Nicole couldn’t set aside. There was another strange kind of feeling.


    She had an unshakable sense that soon, everything would change.

  


  
    Plead Wha?


    The campfire cast a soft glow on Amy and Nicole’s faces as they lay on their blanket, staring up at the bright stars. They had eaten well, though they had saved some of the provisions for breakfast. Nicole had made sure those were kept in her backpack, as they didn’t have time for another unplanned trip to the camp store before departing the next day.


    During the last trip to the store, Amy had bumped into Drake again and managed to remain effortlessly cool. They chatted about how much he liked their YouTube video, s’mores, and the new school year at Oak Wood. As expected, Amy used charming facial expressions and big, confident, swooping gestures.


    Nicole didn’t share the hype about Drake. She had been on the receiving end of Amy’s lengthy descriptions of his cute eyes and perfectly ruffled hair and that most recent hilarious thing he had said. Whatever it was that she was meant to be feeling — like the kind of springy excitement with which Amy came away from any conversation with him — just wasn’t happening for her.


    Amy pointed to the night sky. “So, what’s the big clump of bright stuff?”


    “Hmmm.” Nicole feigned not knowing for a few seconds. She had spotted the Pleiades almost immediately, but was waiting while Amy fumbled with her phone’s stargazing app.


    Amy held her phone upward to try to lock on the star map. She started to curse as she shook it, as if that would have some effect.


    “Signal out?” Nicole asked.


    “Yup. I’ll just have to rely on your supposed talents.”


    “It’s Pleiades.”


    “Plead wha?”


    “The Seven Sisters. Named after the seven daughters of an Amazonian goddess: Maia, Coccymo, Glaucimo, Glaucia, Protis, Parthenia, Stonychia and … Lampado. Credited with inventing ritual dances and nighttime festivals.”


    “You read way too much.”


    “And you count on your phone too much.”


    “Meh …” yawned Amy, clicking her phone shut. “Did you see the lights on in the Jennings’ van when you got the wood?”


    “Nope. Must be out to dinner.”


    Amy let out a noise, which to inexperienced ears would have sounded like a muted hum of understanding, but to Nicole it had an undertone of disappointment. Amy had “happened” to mention to Drake that it was their last night and they were having a camp, and the thought had “suddenly occurred” to her that he might want to swing by, too.


    Amy made the noise again and then yawned. “Better just you and me anyway.”


    Nicole smiled and stared up at the stars again, the Milky Way having come clearer into view now, its faint scarf of silver draped across a darker midnight blue.


    “That’s Orion there.”


    Amy had no response.


    Nicole looked across to see that Amy’s eyes were closed. She watched her best friend drift into sleep, a gentle snore rising under each breath.


    The night had turned out warm again, and the cicadas rattled steadily in the distance. It was probably time for bed, and Nicole would need a good rest to deal with the drama of Amy’s schemes to meet up with Drake tomorrow. She shook Amy awake.


    “Tent!”


    Amy groaned. “For the bears, right?”


    “Well, of course. Even though I did hang our food on the bear pole away from the tent. But they still might …”


    Amy’s eyes glazed over as she struggled to listen to Nicole’s rant about bear safety. After about a minute, she detected a pause, which indicated the speech was over. “OK, Nix. Food bad. Sleep good. Got it.”


    “You’ll thank me when you’re not mauled to death.”


    Amy dragged herself up to her knees and crawled into the tent. Before following her, Nicole placed a final piece of wood on the campfire to keep it burning for the next few hours of dark.


    *


    The first sound was of an engine revving, and then a kind of low rumble behind it. The noises filtered into a dream Nicole was having about waking up in class to find the schoolroom empty, which didn’t make any sense. Nicole had gone to the window to discover all the cars were leaving. Strangest of all, when she tried to open the door to leave, she realized it was locked.


    Nicole coughed herself awake.


    Her long brown hair was matted to her face, and she couldn’t see at first. Pushing aside some hair, she saw she was back in the tent, which had a strange new air that seemed to go right down deep into her lungs. She took a sip from a bottle of water, and then the atmosphere made her splutter again.


    There was something very wrong.


    Unzipping the front of the tent and grabbing her flashlight, Nicole found out just how much.


    Outside, the smoky stench hit her and the air stung her eyes. It was much harder to breathe out here. The rumbling noise was gathering, and some shouts that were hard to identify rang in the distance.


    It was still night, which made it hard to see, but in a different way. Nicole’s flashlight sent out a straight line of yellow, which cut through the smoky air like a laser beam.


    In the distance, dim shadows were moving, accompanied by what Nicole could identify as people running in panic.


    Fire!


    Nicole dived back into the tent and zipped it up tight again behind her. Amy was already awakening, the smoke having gotten to her too.


    “We gotta move, Ames. There’s some kind of fire out there,” Nicole said firmly.


    Amy knew not to question Nicole when she was like this. She wriggled out of her sleeping bag.


    Meanwhile, Nicole doused two scarves with bottled water.


    “Tie this ’round your face. There’s smoke.”


    “How bad’s the fire?”


    “I can’t tell for sure.”


    Nicole reached for her phone and dialed 911. She’d read somewhere that it was dangerous to assume others would call emergency services instead of you. After a moment of thinking she was connected, the phone registered an “Out of Service” warning. It was worth a try. Seemed like these phones were useless whenever there was a real emergency.


    Amy scrambled for her backpack and began to pile her belongings inside.


    “Just the essentials. We need to go now!”


    “OK!” Amy’s voice was edged with panic, which made it seem as though she resented Nicole’s bossiness. But out of all the people she could have had with her now, Amy would have chosen Nicole. With a swift glance around the tent, she located Bob and crammed him into her bag too.


    “Do you remember where we left the car?”


    “It’s to the left of the big lot. About ten minutes away.”


    “Keys?”


    Amy checked and found them in her jeans pocket.


    “Sneakers,” Amy reminded Nicole. The ground would be too scorching for summer sandals. “You wouldn’t want those new high-tops to burn up in the fire, would you?”


    “Thanks,” smiled Nicole in return. “Stick together, OK?”


    “Stick together.”


    Seconds later, with water and soda as well as the leftover food stowed in their backpacks, they were ready to go.


    “Remember: Stay low to the ground and keep hold of my hand,” Nicole said. This was as much a reassurance as an instruction, and Amy would obey without question.


    After checking they both had their scarves wetted and tied firmly around their mouths, Nicole unzipped the tent.


    As they emerged into the smoky night, the sounds of cars leaving and the crackle of the fire through the trees had gotten louder. When Nicole looked back, she could see the bright yellow glow in the distance.


    They were going to have to make a run for it.

  


  
    Run, Don’t Walk


    About half a mile away, the wildfire was burnishing the dark sky around it with a rich, orangey red, increasing the heat of the night. It was like someone had just opened the door to a massive pizza oven.


    Hand in hand, the friends stooped as low to the ground as they could without impeding their running and left their tent and most of their belongings behind, holding on to the hope that they would be reunited with their things again.


    With her heart pounding in her ears, Nicole felt the terror rise up from the pit of her stomach. Though their eyes were stinging and their nostrils were prickling from the smoke, they pressed on relentlessly, picking their way through the thicket toward the place they had left the car.


    They emerged into the main camping ground to a scene of panic and disorder. Adults who had only hours earlier been basking in the sunshine and enjoying barbecues, ballgames and picnics were now yelling and scrambling in a desperate bid to escape.


    The smoke was filling the main clearing, making it harder to see. Tents were half-dismantled, and evidence of frantic decision-making was everywhere. Families, couples and friends were hastily packing up, bundling precious possessions and people into awaiting vehicles.


    Nicole surveyed the area for the Jennings to ask for help, but it was all too chaotic to identify anyone; panic made people seem like blurs. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, a blue car spun its wheels and zoomed past them, causing them both to jump out of its path. The car narrowly avoided catching Amy’s arm.


    Nicole watched it go, with a mixture of fury that it had nearly hit them, and envy, wishing for the safety of her own Nissan now, cruising along the highway and listening to Amy try to sing along with the song on the radio.


    Amy, meanwhile, grabbed the arm of a passing man who was running while clutching his belongings. She pulled down her scarf to speak. “Where’s the main lot from here?” But fear was in his eyes, and he became angry, likely seeing the two girls as nothing more than a barrier to his escape.


    He pointed away from the exit sign. “The fire’s spreading over there. Head away if you can.” He ran off.


    Nicole paused a moment to look in all directions and orient herself. Although the fire seemed to be burning some distance away, the wind was driving the smoke in their direction, and it was becoming ever thicker.


    Nicole patted Amy’s upper back as her friend buckled over and surrendered to a coughing fit, the cost of removing her protective scarf to talk to the fleeing man. After Amy had taken a sip of water, Nicole doused their scarves again before they reapplied them. Amy looked at her pleadingly to make a decision.


    Nicole pivoted around again, trying to figure out the direction of their car. Where is the car?


    With no transportation, their choices were now dangerously limited.


    Amy pointed at the others who were fleeing in the direction the man had indicated, into the thicket of the brush. They must’ve had to abandon their cars now, too.


    Just then, Nicole remembered the clearing on the other side of the grounds. Maybe that would be far enough away from the fire? In a split second, she had nodded and taken Amy’s hand. This time Amy led, hot on the heels of the others who were running ahead.


    Nicole couldn’t be sure whether it was the adrenaline from the running, the smoke from the fire or the fear that was parching her mouth, but there was no time to stop to drink. It felt better to be running toward a dim blue light in the clearing and away from the fire, even though this safety could be illusory.


    It’s strange what happens when mortal urgency takes over. Soon Nicole found herself able to run faster and longer than she could have ever imagined.


    Amy was a different matter. Instead of leading, she now lagged behind Nicole. The lungful of acrid smoke Amy had inhaled while talking to the angry man still choked her throat, and she was having real trouble breathing.


    The claustrophobia of the dark forest only added to Amy’s feeling that the world around her was somehow pushing in. The forest now felt like a wholly different — and completely terrifying — place compared with earlier.


    One last snag on Nicole’s arm, and Amy realized she could go on no further. Without having to be asked, Nicole rooted around her pack and retrieved a bottle, opening it for Amy to drink.


    “I don’t think it’s much farther,” Nicole said at last, her words muffled by her scarf. Amy took another long gulp from the bottle. Nicole was acutely aware of the crackling sound in the distance; trees were falling behind them, and the smoke was intensifying. The heat from the wildfire on their backs was increasing, and it would only be a matter of time until the fire caught up with them.


    After Amy had taken her fill of water, Nicole sipped a mouthful and used the rest to keep their scarves damp.


    It was when she turned to replace the bottle in her pack that she first heard the sound.


    Initially it was masked by the wildfire’s distant rumble, but then it became more distinct, a kind of cry.


    Nicole listened again, alert.


    “What’s wro–” began Amy, but Nicole sharply indicated for silence. The muffle of the forest was unyielding for a moment, and then …


    There it was again.


    Something or someone was injured out here. Possibilities raced through Nicole’s mind: Perhaps someone had been overcome by smoke? Or burnt by the fire?


    “Stay there for a second, and be ready to go when I get back,” Nicole said to Amy, who was still feeling the stress of the run and so nodded, grateful to rest.


    Careful to tread softly, Nicole strained to catch any further sound.


    “Hello?” she said, loudly enough to be heard above the low-level rumbling but softly enough not to startle.


    “Anyone there? It’s OK … I can help you.”


    Then she heard the noise again — this time more like a howl. Honing in on the source, Nicole parted a thick piece of brush to find what could only be described as a shivering bundle of blackened fur.


    On closer inspection, Nicole was shocked to realize it was the spirited yellow Labrador they’d seen yesterday, the one Amy had blamed for provision-stealing.


    Nicole’s heart went out to the poor creature, which was in a very sorry state and barely recognizable now, blackened with soot. She murmured soothingly, but the dog still cowered when she reached down to examine the gold engraved name tag. Charlie.


    “Who do you belong to, Charlie? Who left you behind?”


    A pair of soulful eyes stared up at her. Charlie whimpered as Nicole gently stroked his head with her forefinger. She could tell he was in some pain, and, delicately giving him the once over, discovered that part of his coat was matted with blood. He looked as though his hindquarters had been burnt.


    “Don’t worry, Charlie. You’re safe now.” Nicole leaned in close and gave the animal a little kiss while ruffling his ears.


    Amy arrived at Nicole’s side, fizzing with newfound adrenaline, which startled Charlie.


    “Hey, I’m ready. What you — ” She let out a little gasp when she saw the yellow Labrador.


    “He must’ve gotten caught back there, look …” Nicole showed Amy where Charlie had been burned.


    “Nix, we gotta go. People are running in a really bad way.”


    Nicole surveyed the escapees’ path to see the next wave of those from the campsite disappear into the smoky gloom.


    “Come on, Charlie.” Nicole tugged gently on Charlie’s collar, hoping it would spur him into action.


    Amy whistled and patted her legs like she would do with her own terrier, Brutus. “Come on, boy. Heel!”


    Charlie responded to Amy’s enthusiastic call, giving a bark and getting up. But instead of following in the girls’ direction, he turned and scampered several feet the other way, stopped, and then proceeded to bark at them.


    “Where’s he going?”


    “Stupid dog! He’s wants us to burn up with him!” Amy cried, frustrated. She whistled again, and although the dog’s ears pricked at the sound, Charlie just responded with more loud barks and carried on.


    Nicole suddenly felt the urgency of the situation. The others from the campgrounds had now disappeared, and she knew the two of them didn’t have time to play around with a dog before the fire would catch up with them. “He doesn’t want to come!” She glanced at Amy, whose face was pure panic.


    “Nix, we gotta leave him!”


    She knew Amy was right, yet there was something that kept her from fleeing. A different kind of howl drew their attention toward where Charlie now stood in the distance. Nicole saw how steadfast Charlie seemed, and then a thought occurred to her. She grabbed her best friend’s arm.


    “I think he wants us to come with him!”


    Holding hands, the pair headed toward where the dog was waiting. As they approached the brush thicket under a tall pine, Charlie sat down by a bundle of clothing, which seemed to be stashed under a fallen tree branch. The dog began to whine.


    “What is it, boy? What have you got there?”


    Nicole knelt down for a closer look, and as she did, her words trailed off. The sight chilled her heart.


    A girl, about Amy’s younger brother’s age, was trapped under the heavy branch. Her eyes were clamped shut and her face was frozen in an expression of pain, the large tree branch crushing her chest.


    “Oh, God,” Amy whispered hoarsely.


    Nicole shrugged, fighting off the thousand questions she had too. Desperately concerned about the little girl, Nicole inhaled sharply, and she felt Amy clutch her.

  


  
    Forest Floor and Amy


    “She’s breathing,” Nicole announced as she set about grabbing hold of one end of the branch. “Help me lift it.”


    “Wait, are we supposed to move it? She looks like she’s been crushed. What about her back?”


    Amy was right.


    Nicole assessed the situation. How she wished her mom were there right now. Her instincts as an ER doctor would always spring into action in times like these, and Nicole would be issued a set of instructions to follow, with the sure knowledge that whoever was hurt or ill would be fine. Now she was the one who was supposed to be giving the orders, and she had no clue where to start. Her first-aid training seemed to be failing her just when she needed it most.


    Nicole felt the rising panic muddy her thinking, and she tried to shake herself down to focus. Charlie’s crazy barking wasn’t helping the situation either. The dog seemed just as impatient with the lack of decision-making going on.


    “I don’t think we have a choice,” the skinny, dark-haired teen finally replied. She indicated to the glow in the distance behind them and the pall of smoke that seemed to be thickening by the second. It wasn’t going to be a case of one of them staying back with the little girl and the other going for help.


    “We can’t leave her. We’re going to have to carry her,” Nicole said.


    Amy nodded gravely. It was either that, or they all perish here together.


    “In three.”


    After a few seconds, they had lifted the branch clear away. They finally got a full look at the poor girl, her limbs frozen at awkward angles. Charlie whined, as if he could sense his owner’s pain. She was in a pretty bad state, with many cuts and bruises. Nicole had felt the weight of the tree branch, which made her think the really serious injuries the little girl had sustained were probably internal.


    “Hey, can you hear me? My name’s Nicole.” Nicole pinched the little girl’s hand, but the lack of reaction told her all she needed to know about the girl’s state of consciousness. Charlie edged forward and licked at the girl’s wounds. Amy pulled him back.


    “Grab my spare shirt from the bag,” Nicole instructed. While Amy searched for the checkered shirt, Nicole ripped another T-shirt in two. She applied some of the bottled water to it and tied it gently around the little girl’s face, as her breathing sounded shallow and hoarse.


    She then poured some of the water into her cupped hand and offered it to Charlie. Within seconds, he’d thirstily lapped it up.


    “Help me lift her.”


    “OK, but we can take turns carrying …” Amy offered.


    “I think she’ll need to stay with just one of us. However bad she is, swapping might hurt her more. You’re good with dogs, anyway. You can make sure Charlie stays with us.”


    “OK.”


    Nicole didn’t have to add that, out of the two of them, she was the stronger one. Besides, Amy had been having trouble carrying just herself to safety a little bit earlier.


    Despite her pounding heart and sense of trepidation, Nicole gently clasped the girl under the armpits while Amy supported her body from underneath. After a count of three and with a mammoth effort from Nicole, she took the full weight of the girl in her arms. Cradling her upper body would be the only way to get her to safety; a fireman’s lift would exert too much pressure on the girl’s spine.


    Even with the girl’s relative lightness, Nicole could already feel the immense strain on her arms as she looked ahead at the appalling gloom. There were no more people from the campgrounds to follow. She and Amy were alone. For a moment, what they were hoping to do seemed impossible. How could she run even a few yards with this girl in her arms?


    Nicole took a deep breath. She would just have to make it possible.


    “OK. Let’s go,” she said, summoning strength from a hidden well of determination somewhere inside her. Amy gathered up both of the backpacks and then tied a scarf firmly around Nicole’s face, creating a clever loop in her hair band so that she wouldn’t have to keep adjusting the scarf to breathe. Reapplying her own scarf, Amy now led the way again, keeping Charlie to heel as she went.


    Nicole found the little girl’s weight cumbersome, and she seemed to increase in heaviness with every step.


    Amy would turn back at intervals to check on her friend. Nicole powered on, doing her best not to worsen the girl’s discomfort, always acutely aware of how crucial it was not to let up the pace.


    Then, after about five minutes of solid running, Nicole’s legs began to tire. Unused to carrying so much weight, her right knee suddenly buckled and she stumbled on an exposed tree root. Her ankle twisted and she dropped to the ground, jolting her precious cargo in the process.


    A moan escaped from the girl, and Nicole loosened her grip in surprise.


    Amy turned, and seeing the fear on Nicole’s face, stooped to help gather the girl back into Nicole’s arms. But even that was exhausting, and coughing overcame Amy again.


    “Just hold on,” Nicole exclaimed. She returned her attention to the girl, who was becoming wheezier. Nicole couldn’t remember ever being this afraid before. She felt the pressure of the seemingly never-ending gloomy forest path, the thick, choking smoke and the girl’s heavy weight. This all caused sharp aches in her arms and made her question whether they could even make it out alive. That’s when despair started to seep in. It just seemed too tough.


    As if reading Nicole’s mind, the little girl began to cough. Calling out to Amy, Nicole stopped and used a nearby tree stump to rest on. The girl opened her eyes.


    “Mommy?” The girl managed to splutter.


    Nicole tried to look brave. “It’s OK. It’s going to be all right. My name’s Nicole, and we’re going to take you to your mommy.”


    A flash of fear crossed the girl’s face. Amy lifted up Charlie and carried him to where the girl could see him.


    “Hey, look who’s here. Charlie’s here. Say hi!”


    The dog barked excitedly at his owner’s face. A look of relief passed briefly over hers.


    “What’s your name?”


    The girl’s reply was muffled. After asking again and leaning up close, Nicole heard the soft whisper of a name before the girl’s face curled up and she began to cry.


    “Elise Allerton? That’s a pretty name!” Nicole said, trying to distract the girl from the agony and fear she must have been feeling.


    “Hey, she’s in my brother’s year,” Amy said. “I remember her. He got detention for doing something really mean to her one time. Mom just freaked.”


    Amy let Charlie down and moved her face closer.


    “Hey, Elise. I’m Amy. Do you know Troy Madigan?”


    The little girl stopped crying and her face clouded over. It seemed everyone who knew Troy had a similar opinion about him, as the boy was in trouble daily both at home and school.


    “Yeah, I feel your pain there. I’m his sister. I’m way nicer. Like, we’re talking light-years nicer than him. One of us must be adopted, because there’s no way we can really be brother and sister.”


    Nicole could detect the tiniest smile coming from Elise. “Hold on for a little longer. D’you think you can do that?”


    Nicole shared a scared expression with Amy. They actually had no idea how far they were from anywhere right now, but for this badly injured little girl, time would probably all blur into one.


    Nicole readjusted Elise in her arms, and after a few moments, she and Amy were moving forward again. The girl was drifting in and out of consciousness now.


    Don’t die, Nicole thought. A tear fell out of the corner of her eye. You’re going to be OK.


    In her few moments of being awake, Elise had draped her arms about Nicole’s neck. This immediately eased the pressure on Nicole’s arms, meaning that her pace could quicken now. She fixed her gaze on Amy up ahead. Nicole gradually became accustomed to the rhythm of their pace and concentrated on dividing her attention between forest floor and Amy, forest floor and Amy, repeating it to herself like a mantra.


    Nicole ran like this for what seemed like ages. Something automatic in her body had taken over, like the way you could walk home from the store and end up at your front porch without having once thought about the way to get back.


    Through the muffled forest, Nicole began to pick out the first signs of a new noise. What was it? Could they have found the other people from the campsite at last?


    Charlie barked, and Amy, who was up ahead, gave a little shout. It was both good and bad news.


    As Nicole quickened her pace, she saw it: The ground suddenly dropped about five feet into a ravine that divided the forest. At the bottom of the ravine was a wide stream with fast-flowing water that looked like it could be deep in parts.


    They would have to cross it to get to safety.

  


  
    Please, Not the Water


    “I can’t see an easy way to cross!” Amy was standing at the edge of the stream as she shouted. With a bark, Charlie leapt cleanly into the water, paddled across, clambered up the other side and then waited for them.


    “Easy if you’re a dog!” Nicole responded.


    On a clear day, it would have been simple to spot the rocks, tangled roots and weeds at the bottom. But on any given night, the ravine would’ve been pitch-black. Ironically, it helped to have a raging forest fire behind them, because it lit up the water with a hellish glow as the stream reflected the burning blaze.


    With another series of racking coughs, Amy carefully crossed about halfway through the water where the dog had just easily traversed. She was now knee-deep in water. The smoke made it increasingly harder to see, and her progress across was slowed by the knowledge that she could slip on a rock or trip and twist her ankle. After she was safely a few yards into the stream, Amy decided it was safe enough for her friend to join her.


    “It seems like it’s OK here where Charlie dove in. The ground is a little uneven, but it’s not as slippery as I thought it might be.” Amy reached down into the water, pulled out a grapefruit-sized rock and tossed it into the smoky blackness. “Just watch your step for loose rocks. I almost twisted my ankle on that one.”


    With Amy positioned in the middle of the stream, Nicole cautiously lowered herself down to the edge of the water and gingerly placed in one foot while trying not to jostle Elise. Nicole gave a yelp as the freezing stream soaked through her socks.


    “I know. Really wakes you up, right?” Amy joked, and Nicole couldn’t help but laugh.


    With great care, Nicole used the visible tree roots and large, exposed rocks as footholds until she got to Amy’s supporting arms in the middle of the stream.


    A glance down at Elise told her that the little girl had sunk back into unconsciousness. Nicole knew that to stop her from going into shock, she should keep her awake, but this part of the journey could be more dangerous and scary for her anyway. She decided to wake her on the other side.


    “Steady.”


    Amy led the way slowly to the other side of the stream, constantly testing the ground for the most stable footing. Nicole was careful not to hold on to Amy too tightly, just in case she lost her footing.


    The group made it through the final few yards to the other side of the water without any trouble.


    They were now ready to climb up the embankment. Amy scrambled up the side first to join Charlie, then held out her hand for Nicole to grasp. After a count of three, she pulled Nicole to help with her difficult ascent with Elise. With only the tail of Elise’s sweater wet from the stream, the little girl was safely on the other side of the bank.


    Amy fell to her knees, wheezing, while Nicole laid Elise down for a moment, taking in the luxury of a few seconds of respite. Charlie seemed to say it all with his excited barks and jumps.


    Amy appeared to have used up all of her energy to help guide Nicole and Elise across the water. With her adrenaline subsiding, her throat and lungs started to fight against her, and her breathing became unsteady.


    “Do you need a rest?”


    “No,” Amy said after several shallow breaths. “Let’s just keep moving.”


    With Elise back in her arms, Nicole started up her frantic pace again. Charlie was running on ahead and barking, Amy was behind Charlie, and Nicole was bringing up the rear and returning to her mantra of forest floor and Amy once more.


    Surely they’d reach safety soon?


    With less oxygen, Nicole began to feel dizzy. It was like she had spun around in circles too much, and the world around her seemed somehow blurred, as though she was a little removed from this reality.


    She half shut her eyes to focus on Amy’s ahead. That’s when her mind began to drift, like it did during boring school lessons or when she was a passenger on long car trips. It was as if she couldn’t exactly feel herself in her body, even though she was aware of the pain in her throat and the tightness in her chest. They were there, but now — now she was someplace else.


    She began to hear footsteps and a different kind of chanting replacing her own. Suddenly she wasn’t carrying anyone in her arms, yet her hands were not free. They were bound. There were shackles on her feet. With every step, the sound of chains jingled around her, and the voices and clamor behind her became louder.


    A large man dressed in torn rags held the other end of the rope that held her wrists. He looked filthy, and judging by his appearance, although he was strong, he was extremely ill with some type of disease. His skin was pale and covered with sores. His hands were swollen and torn, and his face was distorted. Nicole felt like a dog being dragged to someplace a dog wouldn’t want to go. Whenever she paused, the large man would shout something unintelligible at her and then yank the rope to force her to keep moving.


    She looked over her shoulder to see at least twenty or so people following a safe distance behind her in the darkness. They all held torches, and some carried sharp farm tools. But they weren’t carrying them as if they were about to do farm work — they were holding them like weapons. Some of their expressions carried rage, some carried pain, and some carried fear.


    What have I done?


    The leader of the mob was a middle-aged man dressed all in black except for a white collar. He clutched a cross in his hand and shouted words of hatred in Nicole’s direction.


    She felt abject fear course through her, and even though she knew her steps would be woefully short because of the shackles, she continued to walk as fast as she could. Her wrists and ankles were in pain and bleeding, and she knew she couldn’t continue much longer.


    The wooded path soon opened up to reveal a small stone building covered with moss and overgrown with weeds. Its roof was thatched with grass-like material. But before Nicole could examine her surroundings any further, the diseased man grabbed the rope that was binding her wrists and violently dragged her toward a circle made of stones. She was being led to a deep and dark hole.


    A terrifying thought came into her mind. The thought was in her voice, but it wasn’t her own thought. Not the water again.


    Nicole heard herself cry out to the mob, “I was just trying to help! You don’t understand!”


    The diseased man gave a nod to the priest to let him know he had control of her. The priest nervously paused for a moment before accepting the diseased man’s assurance that the situation was under control. He hesitantly moved forward, raised his open palm toward Nicole, and proceeded to chant a prayer in a foreign tongue. Latin?


    “Please just let me go! I won’t hurt you ever again. Just please let me go!”


    The diseased man tugged hard on the rope and covered Nicole’s mouth with his hands. The priest continued the chant, but something changed when the man covered her mouth to silence her. A powerful energy seemed to explode through her veins at that moment, and she felt her fear turn to rage.


    The diseased man sensed something had changed in his victim, and he released the rope and backed away.


    “Not again!” Nicole heard herself scream.


    The man continued to back away. He watched his shadow on the side of the building change. He watched his own death as the shape of his shadow transformed from that of a human to a cloud of dust.


    The mob screamed as they watched the diseased man crumble, and suddenly Nicole heard a familiar voice in the distance.


    “I see lights.”


    The voice snapped her out of her vision.


    Her senses were still distorted, the way they are when you wake up from a horrible nightmare. To her enormous relief, though, Nicole found herself back in the forest. Elise was in her arms, and Amy was tugging at her arm, an expression of pure joy on her face.


    Amy beamed. “Nix, are you listening? It’s a clearing. I see lights!”


    Nicole felt her heart leap.


    Sure enough, the cooler blue light of a distant clearing now veered into view.


    They had made it.

  


  
    Tummy Rub


    Amy began to cry tears of relief at the sight of salvation. As they neared the edge of the forest, glimmers of silver caught their eyes. These turned out to be people wrapped in shiny, silver blankets.


    Then came the unmistakable sound of emergency vehicles, and as they got closer, they could see the flashing lights of police cars, firetrucks and ambulances.


    At last.


    It was Amy who first saw the iconic brown and yellow uniforms and the helmets of the firemen. Three large men were making a beeline to them. She gave a breath of pure exhaustion, having just wheezed her way through a smoky, dark forest. Knowing that they had finally reached safety, Amy sank to the ground.


    Nicole collapsed beside her, Charlie barking furiously and Elise still in her arms.


    The firemen rushed toward them, and Nicole felt the painful burden lifted from her arms. The ache remained, but it was now accompanied by a feeling of relief at the lightness of having no precious cargo to carry.


    As Amy was being stretchered away to the paramedics van — unconscious — Nicole allowed herself to be supported to an awaiting ambulance by a tall fireman who introduced himself as Steve. Charlie the dog would not leave her, and he remained at the fireman’s heel all the way to the van.


    The next few moments were a blur, but through the relief and the exhaustion, one event was very clear: Nicole could hear Elise’s name being called, over and over. She craned her neck to see that the desperate anguish of a waiting mom and dad was now over.


    Nicole watched feebly, using Steve’s arms to support her, as a slight woman emerged and was reunited with the daughter she’d feared was lost in the fire. Charlie was barking at the sight of his pack back together again, and Nicole smiled for the first time in what seemed like an eternity.


    With the adrenaline ebbing away, she had begun to ache all over. As the emergency crew attended to her, she glanced over to see whether Amy was stirring, and then over at Steve, who was busying himself with Charlie. He seemed to be a natural with animals, and handled the dog firmly but tenderly as he bathed him and cleaned his wounds.


    A paramedic rested a hand on Nicole’s shoulder, and that was enough to tell her that it was OK.


    It really was OK now.


    The stream of oxygen breezed down into Nicole’s lungs, and the tension of the past hour finally began to ease. Her sense of smell — up until now numbed by the sharp tang of smoke — could detect the rubbery odor of the oxygen mask clamped over her face as she sat in the back of the paramedics van.


    She had gulped down the energy drink handed to her and took in her surroundings as her mind cleared. A crew of doctors and paramedics in the makeshift triage area was treating the young and old. Elsewhere, about thirty yards to the left, police were taking statements.


    Nicole had called her mom, who was coming off of her shift in the ER and had to be repeatedly convinced by Nicole that everything really was fine. She would already be on her way from Evergreens Hospital to pick them up.


    Another paramedic was spending a little longer with Amy, who had come off worse. The paramedic was tending to her cuts from the rocks in the ditch as well as from twigs and brambles in the brush. Amy was slowly coming to after having passed out, and the oxygen was already working its magic, the sparkle returning to her bright green eyes.


    The backs of Nicole’s legs and arms were tingling with the rawness of mild burns, even though they had now been cleaned and treated. Their flight through the forest had been so desperate that Nicole hadn’t noticed the heat affecting her in this way, focused as she was on getting through the fire with Amy, Elise and Charlie. The survival instinct, she reflected, had seemingly trumped all other sensations.


    They were, generally speaking, pretty worse for the wear compared with the others milling around in the foil blankets that Nicole had spotted earlier.


    Nicole noted that some sense of normalcy had been restored among those who had fled the campgrounds. With the panic faded from their eyes, she thought she detected a passing wave of shame as the adults realized that two teenagers and a little girl had been left behind to fend for themselves.


    In the distance, the rest of the fire crew was now extinguishing the wildfire, sending up a last cough of light gray smoke into the night sky.


    It was when Amy stirred and sat up on her gurney and after the paramedic had just finished treating Nicole that Steve uttered some unexpected words.


    “Well, I’ll be …”


    Nicole turned to see a yellow Labrador in place of the charred, wounded dog from earlier.


    Even more surprising, Charlie, bright-eyed again, barked and wagged his tail.


    “How is he?” Nicole asked.


    “He’s fine. Better than you in many respects.” Steve turned to address Charlie in an affectionate dog voice. “You were very lucky these young ladies found you. Yes you were!”


    “He’s OK?” Nicole leaned forward.


    “Yep. He looked like he’d been through hell and back, but there’s not a scratch on him.” Steve rubbed Charlie playfully, and the dog rolled on his back in expectation of a tummy rub.


    A shout farther away from one of Steve’s colleagues briskly informed him that now wasn’t the time to be playing with dogs. Steve smirked and replaced his helmet.


    “Nice work, girls. Take care, OK?”


    Nicole looked over at Amy, who was breathing deeply from her oxygen again, wide-eyed at the condition of Charlie.


    Nicole began taking deeper gulps of oxygen, too.


    Charlie’s fine?

  


  
    Mean Hot Chocolate


    It was some minutes before either Nicole or Amy could speak again, and even then, all they were able to utter were murmurs of incredulity.


    A burly old cop, who by the looks of things had been yanked straight out of bed, now approached them. He introduced himself as Officer Gillespie. “But you girls can call me Officer G. for short,” he said. He made a point of shaking their hands and offered them cups of hot cocoa.


    “You girls sure were brave tonight.”


    Amy replied with a smile, and Nicole shrugged shyly. Earlier, Nicole had watched the officer taking statements from people, every now and then grabbing another cup of what she thought must’ve been coffee to stave off the weariness that was clouding his face. She smiled at her assumption and sipped at her hot, soothing drink. It filled her body with the same kind of sensation as a warm duvet in winter. Officer G. made a mean hot chocolate.


    “Lot of people caught out on the other side back there. We got some fire crews damping down the last of it right now.”


    “How’s Elise?”


    Officer G. considered his words. “She must’ve gotten a lot of smoke in her lungs, so it’s touch and go. It was a miracle you found her.”


    “Was anyone else hurt?” Nicole asked.


    “Thankfully, everyone else was kinda lucky tonight.”


    “That’s great.”


    “That’s amazing! It was so fierce!” The hot chocolate was revitalizing Amy, and she held her oxygen mask off for a second. “We saw so many people running past us.”


    “Yeah, well, wildfires are a scary business. Won’t need to tell you girls that. Bet you’re exhausted.”


    “Totally,” said Amy, replacing her mask.


    Nicole shrugged, painfully aware of how the escape from the fire had taken a toll on her body.


    Just then, static noise and voices buzzed over the police radio. Nicole could hardly make out a word that was said, but the officer seemed to understand it. At the point at which Nicole thought she heard “feds,” he rolled his eyes, and a seriously unamused look crossed his ruddy features.


    “You ladies excuse me a sec?” And off he went.


    Oblivious to this conversation, Charlie was now wagging his tail, bright-eyed and with a healthy-looking coat that belied the struggle of earlier. He was also chewing on some doggy treats Officer G. had sneaked him.


    Just as Nicole reached down to stroke Charlie, a text message drew her to her phone. The message made her heart sink a little.


    “Mom’s lost in traffic. The wildfire is causing gridlock because of all of the temporary detours. She’s having trouble getting here.”


    Amy gave her little muted hum. “There’s always something causing traffic to back up around here.”


    Just then, Nicole remembered her faithful Nissan. She wondered whether it had survived the blaze, and felt a stab of regret that it had to be left behind. A sixteenth-birthday present from her parents, the car had been parked outside her family’s house the night before her birthday, sporting a large purple bow.


    “You OK?” Amy touched Nicole gently on the shoulder, seeing that she was preoccupied. Nicole nodded. “Weird about Charlie, huh?”


    “Yeah. Really weird,” Nicole replied.


    “What do you think happened? ’Cause he was burnt, wasn’t he?”


    Nicole sighed. “I thought so. And I felt him bleeding. But maybe it was just soot and sweat?”


    “I don’t think dogs sweat.”


    Amy didn’t have time to say any more, as just then a shout went up across the makeshift triage area.


    Both turned to see a man of about Nicole’s dad’s age who was being followed closely by Officer G.


    “Charlie!” The man gave a whistle.


    The Labrador’s ears perked up and he barked, his tail thumping furiously against the ground. Still, though, he wouldn’t leave Nicole and Amy’s side. He sat rooted, as though waiting for them to give him permission.


    “Go on, boy!” Amy urged, gently patting his hind legs.


    Off he sprang, barking with all his might until he reached his owner. Charlie rolled over onto his back, and the man tickled his belly. It was a lovely sight, and Amy couldn’t help but poke Nicole affectionately, as if to say, Look. You did that.


    “These are the girls,” the officer said. “Nicole and Amy. Girls, this is Mr. Allerton, Elise’s dad. Charlie’s owner.”


    “I’m sure we’ll never be able to repay you for what you’ve done,” the man, bearded and tall with piercing blue eyes, effused. Nicole could see his brow was deeply furrowed with regret and shame.


    Still partly distracted by Charlie’s dramatic recovery, both Nicole and Amy listened to how the Allertons had become separated from Elise when the fire broke out, and how the fire crew had insisted the parents get to safety and allow them to do their jobs. Nicole could see that this evening would probably torment Elise’s parents for a very long time. The girls did their best to accept Mr. Allerton’s fervent thanks with grace, and they promised to visit the Allertons’ store in the mall to pick out anything they liked. Nicole suspected she and Amy had just made friends for life.


    After receiving another barely audible radio message, Officer G. briskly stepped in and saved them any more fuss. Nicole knew he’d been watching them closely and could sense their tiredness. She wondered whether he’d picked up on the strange aspect of the rescue, but regardless, he reminded Mr. Allerton that the girls had been through a great deal and that he’d personally ensure they’d get each other’s contact information.


    “Nicole, your mom has arrived. I’ll take you to her now,” he said. He helped Amy down, and the girls took either of his arms and let him walk them across to Nicole’s mom’s awaiting car.


    Nicole had time to reflect as they left the triage area, Amy moving more unsteadily than she was. Nicole just couldn’t get her head around what had happened — and what was all that about being chased by people with torches? Perhaps she had inhaled enough smoke to start seeing things that weren’t there.


    She began to become more aware of a pattering noise. She couldn’t quite make it out at first. After a few moments, the trio emerged out of the shadows of the vans and makeshift tents, and Nicole realized it was applause.


    The emergency workers, lined up around their trucks and vehicles, had begun to show their appreciation, smiling in admiration as Nicole and Amy walked by. Their applause built until it was even louder than the blades of the helicopter hovering above.


    Though she was too tired and overwrought to cry, Nicole felt a huge bursting feeling inside her as the staggering reality of the past hour hit her.


    In the distance, she could see her mom standing by her car, and at that moment, she decided, at last, that she could be a child again. Her mom greeted her and Amy with a warm hug, and soon they were both safe in the back of the car, joining the queue of other vehicles pulling out of the campgrounds.


    As she watched through the window at the cars cruising through the gates, Nicole spotted one of the officers waving them out. Officer G. turned and caught her eye. He held her gaze, and then raised his hand to his cap and gave her a salute.


    Within a second, as if she had imagined it, he’d looked away, and his image faded into the darkness. Nicole’s mom stepped on the gas, and the girls were powered out and away from the campgrounds. It would be an understatement to say that it was quite the unexpected end to their trip. Nicole was left with many questions that would linger for a long while yet.

  


  
    Stifle That Belch


    Ben Owens threw down his school bag on his unmade bed and opened his laptop.


    It may be a new school year at Oak Wood, but it was back to the same routine for Ben: continue to avoid being noticed, school bus, home, let yourself in because mom won’t be home until eight, check the cat’s food, ignore the instructions for dinner, grab a bag of chips and a soda, head up to your bedroom.


    At some point, after some Internet time and maybe an hour on Dragonsblade, homework would happen.


    His older sister would be at cheerleading practice and then, no doubt, hanging out with her thousands of friends until late, so Ben would have the house to himself for the next few hours. Sometimes he wished he could play a sport, which accounted for much of his sister’s social life. Even his mom had used the new school year as an opportunity to encourage him to join some sports at school. Ben had considered it for all of twenty seconds and then given her his now-commonplace sullen response and a shrug. Deep down, he was frustrated that the rest of his family’s gift for team games had completely eluded him.


    He couldn’t wait to learn how to drive, to get some freedom. A car would prove a welcome break from the school bus, which he had outgrown a few years back. He foresaw endless fights with his sister over car sharing, but only another year and she’d be at college. Ben allowed himself a moment of relief at that particular thought.


    He typed in his password, and AmesAndNix.com flashed up on the screen. He sighed; his sister must have sneaked in and set it as his home page again. For a cheerleader, she was pretty smart. She also teased him relentlessly about his apparent crush on Nicole, which, naturally, he always vehemently denied.


    Although there were no new videos on the website, Ben’s attention was drawn to the number 205 farther down the page. It reminded him of that saying about how no publicity is bad publicity. Or was it, “All publicity is good publicity”? “No such thing as bad publicity”?


    Whatever. AmesAndNix.com’s following had seriously increased, and there were already dozens of unanswered posts. The wildfire headlines had drawn more people to their website, although Ben wasn’t certain whether that was a good thing.


    He scanned down the Web page and saw that one of the posts linked to a news item titled “Lake Fairfax Wildfire.” Taking a mouthful of soda, Ben clicked on it out of mild curiosity.


    The website of WBN, a local news station, loaded, and it showed a list of several new reports related to the Lake Fairfax wildfire. The most recent link, titled “Strange Animal Deaths,” took Ben to a broadcast streamed earlier in the day from Lake Fairfax, just a few miles from Ben’s house.


    Ben took out his notebook and pressed Play.


    A shot of the charred and flattened path of the wildfire came up first, against a wider backdrop of Lake Fairfax. The view then panned across to a young, well-dressed reporter with a glossy mane of dark hair. Her name was Lynn Meyers, and judging by her dress and heels, she had quite possibly never visited campgrounds before.


    “We’re here live at Lake Fairfax in Reston, a suburb of Washington, D.C., which was the site of a raging wildfire this weekend.” Lynn starts walking and the camera follows her. In the background, police officers — some in plain clothes— and scientists in masks scurry about. A burly old cop sips heavily from a coffee cup and appears have a very short conversation with an FBI agent, ending it by walking away.


    “As you can see behind me, the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI are conducting a thorough investigation into the circumstances around the Lake Fairfax wildfire after it was revealed that Senator Campbell Jennings and his family were spending the weekend here at the time of the blaze. Although the White House has not released further comment, WBN understands that federal investigators are pursuing several leads and have not ruled out the possibility that it was an act of terrorism.”


    Ben paused the video and sat back, astonished. Terrorism? Reston was certainly close enough to D.C. to be considered a target, and yet he thought that was a moronic theory. He munched a handful of chips on that thought. The high-ranking senator and his family could be a legitimate target. Senator Jennings was head of some major Senate committee, maybe House Ways and Means? Foreign Relations? It was hard not to like the senator’s son, Drake, as he was actually kind of modest despite his family’s power and wealth. Drake was careful never to name-drop his influential father, but the crew he ran with was usually happy to do that for him. Ben clicked on Play again.


    Lynn continued walking into the charred part of the forest. “Investigators say it could take up to a week to determine the cause of the blaze, and then comes the painstaking process of sifting through the debris …” Ben was beginning to zone out of the usual news reporter spiel and wondered what this had to do with animal deaths. Just as he was about to close the video and click over to his Facebook page, Lynn pressed her finger up to her earpiece. She was receiving some new information, and her calm, professional manner was wavering.


    Facebook could wait.


    “Hold on. I’m just receiving … OK. Thanks. We’ve found something extraordinary to show you.”


    Ben chugged his soda, so enthralled that he had to stifle a belch.


    The camera following Lynn jumped around now as it tailed the running reporter. The blurry view veered jaggedly from tree green to sky blue to earth brown and back again, until it came to a standstill and the camera fell on a breathless yet immaculate Lynn.


    Behind her, an amazed crewmember was staring at the ground below, recording something on his smartphone, and Lynn was still holding her earpiece, receiving new directions. She turned to the camera, suddenly energized by this new development.


    “We have found something unexpected at the site of the Lake Fairfax wildfire.”


    The camera panned down to show an animal carcass.


    Ben gave a snort. A dead animal from a wildfire? Is that it?


    “… Our producer has just captured photos of this and six other animal carcasses farther up the campgrounds here.”


    The view cut to shaky smartphone images showing the charred remains of animals of various sizes: a deer, a raccoon, a squirrel and a few other animals that were difficult to identify.


    Ben enlarged the video screen on his laptop.


    “My producer is just verifying …” Another pause, this time full of excitement and suspense. “And yes, we can confirm. My producer has just mapped the coordinates of his photos, and the GPS positioning of the carcasses form an exact line. We can now go to our news chopper in the skies of Reston above Lake Fairfax to see if we can get an aerial view of this strange animal formation.”


    The video cut to a hovering view, buzzing with the sound of helicopter blades. The pilot points down toward the ground at Lake Fairfax and shouts inaudibly over the noise of the blades for the audience’s attention. The camera zooms in.


    Sure enough, down below, in a blackened and burnt patch of forest razed to the ground by the fire, several animal carcasses of various shapes and sizes could be seen arranged in a neat line and at equidistant lengths, stretching across the campgrounds through the forest and out to the clearing.


    Several investigators and men in suits could now be seen converging on the television crew to see what they were seeing, and it was obvious they were very interested in what the crew had discovered.


    Moments later, the investigators gave the hand signal to cut off the newscast, and Lynn complied by wrapping up her coverage.


    When the clip was over, Ben took a few more notes and went downstairs to stock up on more soda and chips.


    God, I love government coverups. What has them so spooked?


    

  


  
    It’s the Feds


    Floodlights, shining as glaringly bright as a

    sports stadium, lit the scorched earth of the woods surrounding Lake Fairfax. Despite the dark blue backdrop of evening and the new moon, it was still a working day for the twenty or so FBI investigators as they sifted for clues in the burnt ground within the cordoned-off area.


    Officer Gillespie sipped his cocoa and leaned against his car, waiting. He’d received word from Division that two more FBI investigators had arrived at the scene expecting to talk to him, and they sure seemed to be taking their time. It would be another night babysitting the federal agents, he thought. He could see them from here, kneeling down, prodding at the animal carcasses and in close conversation.


    These ones were special agents, though Gillespie wasn’t sure what marked them as “special,” as in his experience, most FBI agents seemed to regard themselves as special. There were exceptions, naturally, like with every rule out there, and despite his years of service dealing with the bad and the worse, the officer was always willing to be proved wrong.


    The connection to Senator Jennings had brought the agents there faster and with more intensity than Gillespie had expected, but to his knowledge, nothing odd had cropped up yet. Sure, the arrangement of animal carcasses in a neat little line was a bit weird, but who knew what could’ve caused that? There was a fire, after all. And the obvious cause may just be the correct one. There was very little in the world that surprised Gillespie anymore, bad or good.


    The taller of the two agents, an amiable, fair-haired man named Agent Carter, approached Gillespie. His stern-looking, balding and bearded partner was apparently more interested in sniffing at the dead squirrel on the ground.


    “Officer.” Carter handed Gillespie his business card and they shook hands.


     


    J. B. Carter


    FBI Special Agent


    P.R.E.S.S. Division


     


    Carter squared himself in front of the officer and prepared to take notes. “What do you make of all this?”


    Gillespie knew this question was coming. “Was hoping your people’d be able to tell me that.”


    Carter chuckled. “Agent Bishop and I were remarking on the formation over there.”


    “Uh-huh. Sure is odd. But like I told your colleagues, it could be anything.”


    “Well, we’re thinking a little more precisely than that. There have been some poisonings in Maryland by a known terrorist group that likes to leave a mark where they’ve been. These animals look a lot like it.”


    “Terrorist poisonings, huh? Same kind of animal?”


    Carter paused and regarded the old cop with a good deal of respect; the investigators in Maryland hadn’t just assumed the animals had been burned to death either.


    “Larger, mainly.”


    “Livestock?”


    “Some. Not all food sources, if that’s what you’re thinking. You were first on the scene here, right?”


    Gillespie nodded and finished his cocoa, crushing up the cup.


    “Anyone strike you as suspicious? Someone who maybe stood out?”


    Gillespie thought about it. “Not in that kinda way. We had some fearful people, some brave people, kids and animals. Just the usual kind of folks using the camping grounds.”


    Carter nodded and flipped pages in his notepad to reveal a list of questions.


    “Can you provide us with a list of people involved in the fire?”


    “Sure, we can get that from the triage unit and the campground registry. Nobody should’ve been in the park after dark unless they were camping.”


    Agent Carter glanced over at his partner, who was over by the burnt remains of the pine trees.


    Agent Bishop took another snapshot of a dead squirrel and then scrolled through the pictures he’d accumulated, first of the Lake Fairfax animals, and then others from Maryland — a deer, a fox, a groundhog. All carcasses. All neatly arranged in a line.


    Odd.


    Bishop tucked his smartphone in his pocket and glanced across at the Federal Evidence Response team. Bishop’s group was regarded with some suspicion around the rank and file, and there was always a sense that they were muscling in on others’ territory. One of these days, somebody would actually welcome them across the yellow incident tape. Part of him wanted to linger around a little longer to really put the scare on his fellow fed colleagues, but he and his partner had to be in Maryland again by sunrise. He introduced himself to Officer Gillespie and handed him his card.


     


    H. Bishop


    FBI Special Agent


    P.R.E.S.S. Division


     


    Gillespie flipped the card around as he examined the backside for anything else of interest. “So what is this P.R.E.S.S. Divison about anyways?”


    “We’re with the Paranormal Research, Enforcement, and Survellience Service. It’s a branch of the FBI’s special investigative group.” Bishop rapidly stated in an irritated tone of jumbled words.


    The officer lifted his hat slightly to scratch his temple. “Paranormal? Isn’t that for Aliens and stuff?”


    “Paranormal is for anything out of the ordinary.” Bishop said matter-of-factly then pointed to the phone number on the card. “We can be reached at that number 24/7. Anything new — or something that simply strikes you as strange — give us a call.”


    “Uh-huh…and…Not them?” Gillespie signaled to the Federal Team now clearing up.


    “Us first.”


    With a wry smile, Bishop gestured to his partner for them to leave.


    As they returned to their Suburban, parked just outside of the eerie glow of the floodlights, Bishop registered the hastily concealed relief that now rippled across the faces of the remaining FBI team. Lake Fairfax had too many cooks in the kitchen.


    Carter was looking as perplexed as he felt, and Bishop wondered what a day would be like when a question led to an answer — not to more questions.

  


  
    IamA Real-Life Hero, AMA


    A close-up of pink fuzziness and freckles with two pairs of blinking eyes is pushed aside by a horse’s nose, and then Nicole, Amy and Bob jump back from their extreme close-up.


    “Hey, y’all! Welcome to our first ever AMA Session!” Amy offers a mini-salute, and so does Bob.


    “Hi! – that’s Ask Me Anything in case you didn’t know.” Nicole gives a little wave.


    They’re sitting side by side on two big, bright, polka-dot beanbag chairs. Behind them, Amy’s hurriedly tidied and loudly painted bedroom, filled with posters and books, with an old-fashioned French dressing table overrun with nail polish, cosmetics packages, makeup brushes and jewelry.


    “So, we’ve been getting loads of posts from you guys asking about our Lake Fairfax experience.” Nicole waves a pile of printouts.


    “First off, it was, like, awesome.” Amy leans forward so that her hair half obscures Nicole’s face. “I mean, we didn’t know if we were going to live or what. The noise was … it was like this low rumble, all the time, and then suddenly there’d be this crackling and BOOM!” Amy throws her arms wide open. “The fire would take down a tree! We couldn’t see, the smoke was, like … It was like something clutching at my throat. And then there was Elise.” She holds her hand up to her chest, clearly moved by the recollection.


    Nicole leans forward — now unobscured by Amy’s hair — and turns to the printouts.


    “OK! So, our first question asks: ‘Ames and Nix, were you scared?’”


    Amy looks shocked. “Well, yeah! I mean, we woke up in the middle of the night to a smoke-filled tent. We couldn’t see anything. Outside it was dark, and the smoke — it totally choked us. We had to wet these scarves so we could breathe. Everyone basically ran past us!”


    “Which is understandable given that most people we saw were afraid,” interrupts Nicole. “You don’t know how you’re going to react until you’re in the moment. Next?”


    Amy’s turn to read. Her gaze flickers over the first printout. She chucks it aside. Then another. Nicole rolls her eyes at the screen.


    “I saw that, Nix. Some of these are kinda R-Rated. OK — oh, this is a good one. ‘Did you see anyone on fire?’”


    Nicole turns to Amy, disgusted, and snatches the page away. “As a matter of fact,” Nicole chides, “everyone came out from the woods basically unharmed. We saw a lot of trees burn and we helped a girl who was hurt, and some clothes were kind of singed.”


    “Yeah, but I got burnt on my leg. See!” Using Nicole as a prop, Amy hitches up her skirt to her thigh and shows the redness on the back of her calf and knee. “We didn’t notice it at the time cuz we were running so fast to escape, but we were incredibly close to the wildfire. We were here!” Amy points the camera down to a mocked-up map of the campgrounds. Their tent is marked in purple, a blue splotch designating the lake and a big patch of green for the forest. “And the fire started out here.” She brings into view a gold foil flame and begins to move it menacingly around, close to the tent. “Next question!”


    “‘How long did it take you to escape?’”


    “We’d say about a half-hour. But it felt like a day.”


    Amy takes center stage again and gesticulates each turn of events wildly. “And I got so sick from the smoke. The second we got to the clearing, it was like BAM! It hit us then. People were running everywhere. Stuff was all over the place. This car, it, like — it zoomed past. It was like this.” Amy squeezes her forefinger and thumb together to show how little space there was. “An inch further and I’d’ve been toast. So after that we asked around a bit and worked out we couldn’t get back to our car and our best bet would be to run. We went back into the forest. That’s when I got real sick.”


    “Ames inhaled a lot of smoke when she asked that guy for help,” Nicole explains. “So we didn’t get very far into the forest before she had to rest. Then we found Elise with her dog, Charlie, and she looked pretty bad, so we decided to carry her out.”


    “Anyway, so Nix carried Elise to the clearing by way of a ditch and a knee-deep stream, but that is totally another story. Then the firemen found us. We’re alive! End of story. Phew!” Amy, out of breath, takes a sip of water.


    Nicole smiles and picks out another question. “‘You guys are like superheroes. So if you could have any superpower, what would you choose?’”


    “Excellent question … Super-smasher,” Amy responds, almost immediately, and leaps to her feet. “Like The Hulk, but I wouldn’t be all huge and rock-like, I’d just be me-size like I am now, but also have the power to super-smash anything I wanted. So, for instance, I could either save someone from a devastating train wreck, or … I could go and, I dunno, smash … things up.”


    “What kind of things?”


    “Everything!” Amy noisily mimics the action of punching a big thing and the fallout of debris that comes crashing down.


    Nicole waits until Amy’s finished, then: “Have you truly thought this through? Because I would say that smashing things up means actually damaging stuff … which kind of goes against being a superhero. Also, remember that Hulk ends up naked whenever he goes back to being Bruce Banner.”


    “Oh yeah, forgot about that part … Nicole, you tell us all what you’d pick.”


    “Why not something like super-genius? You could use that to solve massive problems. Like cure disease.”


    “Like, all diseases?”


    “The really bad ones. The incurable.”


    “OK, so — bam!” Amy snaps her fingers. “All diseases cured! No one gets disease; no one dies. So what would you do with the population boom, hm? All those people hanging around not getting ill? How would you feed everyone? You’d have to invent a different superpower.”


    Nicole stares at Amy. “Nope. Super-genius pretty much handles that, too. I’ll solve the food crisis as well.”


    “That’s cheating. A two-fer.”


    “It’s a good catch-all. You can cure disease, end starvation, eliminate pollution, stop global warming. I’d be like Tony Stark from Iron Man, but a girl with a conscience. Super-genius is the super-super-skill!”


    “But let’s say the drug companies get mad at you because you cured all diseases and they’re out of business. So they kidnap you and lock you up in some cage in an underground secret prison.”


    “No way! I’ll escape!”


    “What with? Cuz you can only have one superpower, right? You can’t unpollute and undisease your way out of a cage.”


    It’s Nicole’s turn to furrow her brow. “So are we saying that you definitely need more than one superpower?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Fine, then. My second is … teleportation.”


    “For the cage?”


    Nicole nods. “For the cage.”


    “Well played, Nix. Well played. One last question. This one is from NewBenKenobi.” Amy’s glance slides across at Nicole, then back to the screen. “Hey, Ben. Good to hear from you again. So, you ask: ‘People have found evidence of animal remains in an odd formation at the campgrounds. Did you see anything weird there?’”


    Nicole looks confused. “Animal remains?”


    Amy stares into the camera. “Uh, Ben: Don’t know. Don’t care. You guys out there, post us the superpowers you’d like here at AmesAndNix.com. Tune in again! Byeeeee!”


    The screen fades to purple, with scrawled letters:


    Peace Out! Ames & Nix xxx


    

  


  
    Lost for Words


    The elevator beeped as it passed the third floor of Evergreens Hospital, and Nicole glanced across at her best friend. Amy was being unusually quiet, and Nicole half wondered whether the stress of the previous few days had gotten to her more than she’d let on.


    Nicole’s mom had been against their visiting Elise so soon after the wildfire, but the girls had insisted, and after they’d stopped to pick up a bag of fresh grapes and a handful of colorful balloons from the store, Nicole’s mom had reluctantly dropped them off before her shift.


    Amy sensed her friend’s eyes on her, and she looked up and smiled. She popped a grape into her mouth and offered the bunch to Nicole. A ding announced the elevator’s arrival at the children’s ward.


    The girls stepped out into the bright and cheery reception area.


    Elise Allerton was there to greet them, a large smile plastered across her face. Her hair was in pigtails, her face was scrubbed clean, and she wore jeans and a T-shirt as if she’d just strolled in off the street. She looked well-rested and healthy — and about as far removed from the injured girl Nicole had carried as could be possible.


    “Wow! Look at you!” Amy gasped, barely putting into words the disbelief Nicole was feeling.


    Nicole gave a smile, too, and croaked her greeting.


    “Hey.”


    Elise grinned, and from behind her back she pulled out two daisies, which she offered to Nicole and Amy. “Thank you for saving me.”


    Amy knelt down before the girl and gave her a hug — in part to check that she wasn’t some kind of apparition.


    As Nicole watched Elise hug Amy tightly, doubts raged through her mind. How could this be so? The little girl — who only a day earlier had been crushed under a heavy tree branch and was so badly hurt that she was barely conscious throughout the entire flight through the forest — was healthy and well.


    Soon they were joined by Mr. and Mrs. Allerton, who explained that, although they were still suffering from smoke inhalation, Elise had been given a clean bill of health. Together, the family had been checked out and was all set to go home.


    Nicole felt truly dazed, and she knew from the look on Amy’s face that her friend shared her confusion.


    Elise’s parents had a different reaction. They could not have been more thrilled, and they held on to their daughter as if they had inwardly vowed never to let her go again.


    “The doctors are calling her a miracle child, and you can see why.”


    “It’s just amazing!” Amy exclaimed.


    “We were expecting to come sit by your bedside, Elise.” Nicole handed across the colorful balloons.


    Mr. Allerton gave his daughter a big bear hug. It made Nicole suddenly think wistfully of her own dad.


    “We think you’re the miracle girls. Both of you,” Mrs. Allerton said, tears of gratitude twinkling up her eyes.


    Nicole nodded, her throat dry from the shock of seeing Elise in perfect health. This on top of Charlie’s dramatic improvement — it was almost too much.


    *


    It was Nicole’s turn to be quiet on the drive back to her house. Nicole knew about patient confidentiality, but she wondered why her mom hadn’t mentioned Elise’s rapid recovery. Perhaps, given that her mom had called ahead to let the Allertons know the girls were coming, she had wanted it to be a surprise for Nicole?


    Well, a surprise she’d gotten! This only added to the mystery. During the journey home, she could think of little else.


    After they had reached home and parked, Nicole got out and sat down heavily on the curb.


    Amy followed, planting herself on the lawn beside her.


    “No way!” Amy began. “No way!” She ripped up a handful of glossy green lawn.


    Nicole nodded, grateful for the space to process what had just happened. It was truly extraordinary news — amazing, scary and completely mind-boggling all at once.


    “There is no way that Elise was OK.”


    “I know, Ames.”


    Amy turned and stared at her, and Nicole detected a glint of fear in her eyes.


    “That branch was so heavy. And she was cut all over. I was sure she’d have one or more broken ribs. But I didn’t see any cuts on her. Did you?”


    Nicole shook her head, numbed by the sudden revelation.


    “What happened out there?”


    Nicole let out a big sigh. “I thought we rescued a badly injured girl and her burnt dog. Now … Now, I don’t know.”


    Amy nodded, trying to take it in.


    What on earth could it all mean? Before Nicole could say more, someone cleared her throat noisily behind them.


    Nicole turned to see her neighbor, Mrs. Truman, standing with one hand on her hip, the other brandishing a set of gardening shears.


    “You girls planning on loitering there all day?”


    “We might,” Nicole responded. She never had time for her grumpy neighbor, having had a long history of kicking balls and throwing Frisbees into her prized azaleas and then sheepishly having to call the Truman house to retrieve them. This routine was always followed by a sharp lecture from Mrs. Truman. Nicole once had to spend hours weeding the Trumans’ garden for accidentally knocking over the lemonade stand she had set up one summer and crushing some of Mrs. Truman’s prized roses, which especially sucked because the roses delivered their own punishment by sticking Nicole with their painful thorns.


    What Mrs. Truman lacked in kindness and humor she made up for with her overzealous gardening talent. She could often be found outside her house, caring for her roses, pruning plants and tending her lawn. Truth be told, her flowers were truly a sight to behold. Nicole’s mom once joked that gardening gave Mrs. Truman an excuse to keep her eye on the neighborhood, and then muttered under her breath that it might’ve been better if she applied that same attitude to her wayward husband.


    “We’re just sitting here minding our own business,” Amy protested.


    “It’s like I always say,” Mrs. Truman began, glaring at the girls above her glasses. “It’s not what you’re doing now; it’s what you’re likely to be up to in the next five minutes that concerns me.” The sizeable, gray-haired lady lifted up her shears and shuffled off to work her ire on the large hedge outside her home.


    Amy gave a dramatic sigh and rolled her eyes. It was no use arguing.


    “I could really use a soda anyway,” Nicole said, getting to her feet and holding out a hand to help Amy up. “You coming in?”


    Amy pulled on Nicole’s hand and stood up. “I kinda promised mom I’d spend some time with her and Troy …”


    “Oh, sure.” Nicole offered a smile.


    As the friends parted company, Nicole told herself that it was probably better for her to be alone with her thoughts for now anyway. Over the next few hours, she absent-mindedly tidied her room, burnt her grilled cheese sandwich and failed to read the novel on her bed. She did succeed in lying on her bed, staring at the wall and replaying memories of the mysterious events of the wildfire.


    Something weird was happening around her. But what did it all mean?

  


  
    Smells Fishy


    Standing in front of the WBN camera, reporter Lynn Meyers removed a handkerchief from under her nose and offered a firm, serious smile to the camera. “We’re here at the Flour Mill Run River in Fairfax County, Virginia, the site of a new case of mysterious animal deaths that are thought to be linked to the wildfire over the weekend. I’m joined by local fisherman Rob Ackerman. Mr. Ackerman, thanks for agreeing to talk. Can you tell us what you found this morning?”


    A hefty, hairy man stepped in front of the camera, clearing his throat. “Well, I got out in my boat, just at the usual time. Set up my rod. Then I happened to notice one or two fish floatin’. I thought to myself, ‘This ain’t right.’ So I went ahead and motored up a bit, and that’s when I saw ’em.”


    “Saw what?”


    “About a hundred fish. Some belly-up, some washed out on the shore. Read ’bout things like that, but it’s not something we see around here.”


    “Thank you, Mr. Ackerman.” Lynn looked straight back into the camera. “This is another strange scene that greets us today.”


    The cameraman panned past Lynn and across to the shoreline, showing all of the dead fish lying in a neat pattern along the bank. The morning sunshine glinted off of their silvery blue bodies, and for a moment, all the little fish looked like they were a pattern of scales on a much bigger fish. It was an eerie sight.


    In the background, away from the camera’s gaze and Lynn’s attention, an engine roared. Although distant at first, gradually it became louder, and as the camera returned to Lynn, a large, black Suburban with blacked-out windows was speeding up behind her and moving much too fast for the dirt road it was on.


    “Is he supposed to be doing that?” Rob asked, panic edging his voice.


    Lynn turned to see the approaching vehicle, her immaculate features clouding over with anger.


    “Not again,” she murmured.


    The SUV came rushing toward them as if it were planning to knock them over. Lynn and her interviewee had to jump out of the way to avoid being hit. The cameraman lowered his camera, frustrated with his spoiled shot.


    “Hey!” Lynn exclaimed furiously at the driver. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


    The engine growled low and the car stopped. After a moment, the doors opened, and two men in suits stepped out of either side. Agent Bishop ignored Lynn and, barely acknowledging the people his car had almost hit, stepped across to the shoreline. From his pocket, he produced a pair of latex gloves, snapped them on, and then crouched down to get a closer look at the fish.


    His partner, Agent Carter, approached Lynn, holding up his ID.


    “Ma’am, I’m Special Agent Carter, and that’s my partner, Special Agent Bishop. We’re from the FBI, and we’re investigating the area. We’ll need to confiscate your footage.”


    “No way!” Lynn recoiled and went to stand next to her cameraman, as if he could afford her protection. “I’m not giving you our video again. This is an exclusive! The people have a right to know!”


    Carter seemed to consider it for a few seconds. His warm brown eyes sparkled with something resembling amusement. “Rest assured, we can make sure you get the exclusive, Ms. Meyers. We’re looking into a possible bioterrorist threat to D.C.”


    Lynn drew in a breath, her hunch confirmed.


    “As I’m sure you’re aware, this stretch of river feeds directly into the Potomac River, which runs right next to Washington, D.C., and so we’re going to need someone to let the … people know about drinking the water, personal safety, so on. Someone people trust …”


    “No other network?”


    “If you cooperate.”


    Lynn blinked and then gestured at her cameraman. “Give him the clips.” The cameraman flicked the memory card out of his camera and handed it across. Carter accepted it graciously.


    “We’ll also need all footage you have on the Lake Fairfax wildfire, which includes media from your smartphone devices. I understand WBN found the animal carcass pattern?”


    “Sure. But we already copied what we had for the FBI, and Homeland Security. Which group did you say you were from?”


    “We’re from a special branch.”


    “Are you a fisherman?” The distinctive low growl of Bishop’s voice interrupted proceedings. Standing up and returning from the water’s edge, the agent now addressed Rob, who was quite obviously a fisherman, dressed in waders, a checkered shirt and a sun hat.


    “I sure am. Rob Ackerman.” He held out his hand. Bishop paused for a second, and then — seeming to overcome some kind of inner demon — he tore off his latex glove and shook Rob’s hand.


    “What kinds of fish d’you get out here?”


    “A mix. Mainly catfish. Some bass. Those over there are bluegill.”


    “What’s your hunch?”


    “As I said to the lady here, I couldn’t tell you. I ain’t seen nothing like it my whole life.”


    “Thanks,” Bishop said lightly.


    He stepped past the reporter and eased Carter away. Just then, a series of marked and unmarked backup vehicles pulled into the area. Lynn began to film the hive of activity on her smartphone. A mix of at least twenty FBI agents, police officers and scientists from the Environmental Protection Agency spurred into action, taping off the area. They then proceeded to take pictures of anything resembling evidence. These guys meant business.


    About ten yards away, Carter and Bishop stood side by side, surveying the fish kill. Bishop crouched down again, lifting up a specimen to his nose and inhaling. He turned back and looked at Carter with a smirk.


    “Don’t say it.”


    Bishop dropped the fish and got to his feet. “Smells fishy to me,” he said, evidently not able to resist. He waved up a pH test paper, and it showed a healthy green color. “The water pH is OK, and in terms of fish, there were no marks around the gills, no frothing, so no immediate signs of cyanide or poisons. There’s a funny smell about them. I would think they would smell more.”


    “Exactly. Until we know what we’re dealing with here, let’s caution the public about the water quality, have people stay away from the river and lakes until further notice,” Carter said.


    “The reservoirs are covered, and a response-team is already monitoring the Potomac in D.C.”


    Silence fell between the two agents as they both grasped the enormity of the situation. The famous river running by the nation’s capital might be poisoned. It was almost too terrifying to contemplate.


    “What did the CIA pull up?” Carter asked.


    “No established terror cells based around here. No unusual net activity. Nothing to point at terrorism.”


    “… Apart from a potentially poisoned river running by D.C., a senator from the Committee for Foreign Affairs caught up in a freak wildfire, and some seriously weird stuff happening to animals in the space of a few days,” Carter said.


    “Point taken. You think the animals are some kind of message here, too?”


    Carter shrugged. “What do your friends at the U.S. Geological Survey make of it?”


    “They’ll be running tests for water pathogens today, but the fish are mixed.” His partner looked at him for clarification. “The fish biologist said a disease would kill one species. Here we have about three or four,” Bishop continued.


    “So you’re saying it’s a toxin?”


    “Not necessarily.” Bishop snapped off his other latex glove.


    “We need every one of those wildfire carcasses examined again, too. They must have missed something. The fish and those animals — they’re connected somehow,” Carter added as the agents headed back. “Any new theories how the fire started?”


    “Kids, they think.”


    Carter scoffed. “Kids. Right. I want to know everything about those animal carcasses’ positioning, their pathology — everything.” Pausing for a moment and surveying the landscape, Carter exhaled slowly in frustration. “Nature doesn’t lay out animals in straight lines like that. We’re dealing with some sick, twisted bastard.”


    Within the FBI’s often hidden P.R.E.S.S. Division, Carter and Bishop were known to deliver results. Carter was determined to rule out act of nature, and Bishop was set on refuting human causes such as bioterrorism. It was usually one of the two.


    Carter rejoined Lynn and guided her by her upper arm away from the lake. “We’ll need you to report on this, but it’s important you don’t cause a total panic. The toxicology reports will come back in the next couple of hours. Our office will issue a statement once we have more facts.”


    “Sure.” Lynn made a note of the detail. “Can I talk about bioterrorism?”


    “Didn’t stop you before,” Bishop said dryly as he walked past them, back to the car.


    “Minimize the panic, please, Ms. Meyers. Oh, and let your viewers know that we are instituting a precautionary water recreation advisory. No swimming or fishing in the surrounding rivers, lakes or streams until further notice. We’ll have an official public advisory within the hour, but you can break the news first.”


    Lynn nodded, barely able to conceal her delight.


    Carter turned to a nearby officer who was cordoning off the side area. “Once Ms. Meyers leaves, nobody else from the public gets access, understand? I want this under wraps, with police surveillance 24/7.”


    “Yessir.”


    Lynn watched the taller of the two agents join his partner in the car. She turned to the camera.


    “Ready to roll in three, two, one …”

  


  
    Nicole and Friend


    “It’s here!” Amy slammed Nicole’s locker door shut and shoved a copy of the school newspaper, The Acorn, in front of her. She dialed the combination to her own neighboring locker and proceeded to rearrange her bag. Nicole couldn’t help but laugh — a few days into the new year at Oak Wood High, and Amy’s locker was already a mess of gum packets, makeup, candy bars, magazines and the occasional schoolbook.


    “Go on, read it! I waited for you so we could see it together,” Amy urged. Suppressing a smirk, Nicole took a deep breath and ran her gaze down the report.


    The headline ran “Heroic Oak Wood Student Saves Girl From Wildfire” underneath a grainy shot of Amy leading and Nicole carrying Elise. It promised details inside.


    The editor, Marc, a smart senior who was aiming squarely at Ivy League, had visited Nicole’s house earlier in the week to ensure the story would run in the first Acorn of the semester. He’d asked the usual questions about their escape, and Nicole knew her answers had come out overly modest and somewhat on the shy side. Amy, meanwhile, filled in the gaps Nicole had left. She also exaggerated a couple of points.


    But something else now stopped Nicole in her tracks. Within two or three lines of reading, she realized, with some horror, that she had been made the feature of the article. Worse still, Amy was mentioned only in passing — and not even by name. The caption under the grainy photograph read “Nicole and friend emerge from the wildfire.” She looked up at Amy, a little concerned.


    “You really didn’t read this, did you?”


    “What do you mean?” Amy tried to take the paper, but Nicole snatched it away.


    “I mean, I have no idea why he reported it this way. Because we were both at the interview, right?”


    Sensing Nicole was covering something up, Amy snatched the paper back and read through the columns breathlessly. With every new sentence, Amy’s shoulders sagged a little, and Nicole could see the exact moment that Amy’s heart sank. Her eyes searched desperately over the text a second time for her name, and again it was nowhere to be found.


    Nicole watched Amy gather herself as she knew she would, and Amy did her usual stellar job of masking her true reaction.


    “I mean, it’s kinda fair enough, right? It was you who carried Elise all that way.”


    “I couldn’t’ve done it without you, though! I remember saying that to him. It was total teamwork!”


    “Well, teams of two don’t sell as well, I guess.”


    “Listen, I know it’s disappointing, but the people who watch our show know the truth.”


    “Yeah, sure.”


    Amy turned back to her locker on the pretext of fetching something, but Nicole knew it was to hide her disappointment.


    “Didn’t you walk in with Drake this morning?”


    Amy shrugged and gave a little hum in reply.


    “Did he have anything to say?”


    “He thought the rescue was pretty cool.”


    “Right — there it is!” Nicole was now inadvertently doing her best impression of Amy’s enthusiastic arm waving. “The people who matter know the truth, right?”


    Amy nodded, and the twinkle came back to her eye.


    “So, tell me — who’s awesome?” Nicole asked.


    The friends playfully cast votes for themselves.


    *


    An hour later, Nicole was trying to let history class absorb her attention, but her mind kept wandering.


    This was possibly one of the most embarrassing starts to the school year she could have anticipated. The Acorn had drawn attention to her. She had been thrust center stage when all she wanted was to be a regular student. The worst thing was, she was in the position Amy so badly craved.


    Elise’s dramatic recovery still haunted Nicole, and she had begun to receive some quite worrying emails from Ben Owens about animal deaths surrounding the wildfire. Ben Owens, aka NewBenKenobi, was, in Amy’s words, a “massive Nix fan.” Nicole and Ben weren’t friends, and though she didn’t have anything against the guy, he never seemed entirely comfortable around her. Nicole was thinking he was just using the media attention as an excuse to reach out to her.


    Nicole felt a nudge on her thigh and she looked up. The entire class was staring at her, awaiting a response.


    “Miss Aaronson? Are you with us today, or still on vacation?”


    “Here …” replied Nicole, trying to appear as unembarrassed as she could. A low wave of comments rippled across the class.


    “So, please, would you tell us your opinion of why the Treaty of Versailles caused World War II?”


    Nicole blinked. It wasn’t that she didn’t know the answer; she was just hyper-aware of all eyes on her again. She took a breath.


    “The Versailles Treaty was a contributing factor to World War II, but more because of how representative it was of Germany’s feelings that they had been humiliated than the actual treaty itself.”


    Silence for a moment, and Nicole could hear her heart pounding. That seemed to be enough, though, and with a last lingering glance letting Nicole know she’d gotten away with it this time, Mr. Stanford clicked to bring up a new screen.


    After a few moments, Nicole let herself relax back in her chair. Being called out like that in front of the class had shocked her into attention, and now taking in the words of her tall, white-haired teacher was much easier.


    Only a note, slid to her by a classmate named Reilly, who sat next to her, could distract her. Reilly indicated it was from Ben. Nicole made brief eye contact with the short, brown-haired boy across the room. He looked up as if to acknowledge receipt, and seemed to want her to open it.


    A note from Ben now? What on earth could he want? But with Stanford turning back to scrutinize the class once more, there was little opportunity to open it, and so Nicole slid it under her books. She spent much of the rest of the lesson immersed in the details of the lead-up to the Second World War, relieved she could at last concentrate on something other than the wildfire.


    When the lunch bell sounded, Nicole’s mind had completely moved away from all talk of wildfires and newspaper gossip. As the class cleared, Mr. Stanford approached her desk.


    “Is everything OK, Nicole? I heard about the campgrounds fire.”


    “Yeah, perfectly fine. Sorry about earlier. I was kinda zoning out.”


    Mr. Stanford’s brown eyes rested on her for a second. “It must’ve been very frightening.”


    Nicole held his look and nodded.


    “You’ll let me know if anything is interfering with your schoolwork this semester, and I’ll make sure you get back on track. Deal?”


    Nicole smiled, relieved. “Deal.”


    “Good.” Mr. Stanford collected up his battered leather briefcase and left Nicole alone in the classroom.


    The stillness of the room reminded Nicole of her dream the night of the wildfire. She was half toying with the notion of going to the window to see whether it really was déjà vu when she realized it wasn’t the rumble she remembered.


    However, a few seconds later there was a definite SLAM! and an excited Amy clattered into the classroom.


    “I knew you’d be here.”


    “What’s up?”


    “What’s up? Let me show you wassup!” Amy produced her smartphone with a flourish and presented it to Nicole, beaming. “Look at the numbers!”


    Nicole looked down at AmesAndNix.com, with the most recent YouTube clip of them talking about the wildfire. At the bottom of the page were a hundred new followers.


    “Wow!”


    “I know! A hundred since this morning! The Acorn’s just doubled our audience!” Amy gave a hoot of delight and hugged Nicole. “The more people who read the paper, the more people who will come to our site. This could go viral, Nix!”


    Nicole laughed. She always admired her best friend’s all-conquering zeal for things, and this turn of events had certainly brightened her day, allowing her to forget The Acorn’s oversight. The website had been floating below the 50-follower mark for weeks, and this gave it a welcome boost. “Maybe we can use the next show to set the story straight,” Nicole added.


    “Oh no!” protested Amy. “We just do … whatever. We have to think of what we can do! It’s got to be awesome. Come on — food.” Amy put her arm around Nicole and nudged her toward the door.


    “Lemme get my stuff.”


    “K. I’ll be outside. Seeing who loves us!” Amy sang as she balletically exited the classroom.


    Nicole returned to her desk and collected her books, pen case and beloved new messenger bag, a new-school-year gift from her dad.


    A folded-up piece of paper fluttered down to the floor. Ben’s note. Nicole had totally forgotten about it.


    She headed out of the room, unfolding the note as she went. Its one-word message was simple yet surprising.


    Hero.


    

  


  
    Your Friendly Neighborhood Hero


    The camera clicks on and Amy appears, dressed in jeans and sneakers with a cute pink top. She’s standing in a hallway decorated with picture frames and a rubber plant. It’s early morning, and behind her light is peeking through the cracks in curtains. She peers into the camera, raising her finger to her lips.


    “Shhhh,” she whispers. “I have to keep very quiet, because I’m here on important secret business. See this?”


    Amy flicks the camera to a Web page on her tablet. The headline reads “Family Says Thanks to Local Superhero,” and underneath it is a photograph of the Allertons with Nicole.


    Amy points to a door and pushes it open.


    The camera moves past a sign on the door that reads Nicole’s Room.


    The light is low here, and the camera zooms in on a mound under duvet covers. The sound of gentle breaths points to someone undisturbed, asleep.


    Amy turns the camera back to herself and whispers, “I’m going to put my personal safety at risk just to show you what a sleeping superhero looks like. Let’s see if she exhibits any of her superpowers this morning.”


    Amy sticks out her foot and prods the mound.


    No response.


    Amy sneaks up to the curtains and flings them open, flooding bright sunlight into the room. Some low groaning comes from the mound.


    “She wakes!”


    Grinning, Amy tiptoes up to Nicole’s bed and throws back the covers.


    “Morning!” she squeals.


    Nicole sits up, sees the camera and, looking mortified, lets out a brief scream. She grabs the covers, hurls them over herself and returns to being a mound of duvet again.


    “Amy! No!” Nicole’s pleas are muffled.


    “I can’t hear you!” Amy tugs at the duvet, but Nicole isn’t budging. “Nix, come out and talk! Don’t you have anything to say to your adoring fans?”


    The mound does not reply.


    “Nix, come on! You’re totally the town superhero! Your followers await your words!”


    No reply, but a foot emerges and tries to locate Amy’s leg, aiming to kick.


    “Aha! The superfoot!” Amy’s hand hovers over Nicole’s kicking foot. “Wait for it …” She grabs for the foot.


    A squeal comes from under the mound as Amy tickles Nicole’s foot. The foot swiftly goes under the duvet again, and Nicole curls up into a ball.


    Amy puts the camera on herself. “It looks like Nicole has retreated into her Blanket of Solitude to recharge her superpowers. But I wanted to let y’all know that Nicole is appearing on prime-time TV this weekend. Go, Nix!”


    Amy cheers and presses a button. Cartoon letters flash up on the screen.


    Go SuperNix! Go SuperNix!


    Behind her, Nicole lowers the duvet, revealing a face deliberately obscured by a mask of her thick brown hair.


    “Ah, SuperNix, you’re in your ordinary teenager disguise, I see.”


    “Amy!” Nicole growls from under her hair. Her hand shoots out and grabs the camera.


    Abruptly, the screen fades to purple, with scrawled letters:


    Peace Out! Ames & Nix xxx

  


  
    Alien Invasions


    It was a warm Friday evening, and Ben was in his room, laptop on and music blaring. A bowl of spaghetti was getting cold on the desk beside him as he scrolled down a Web page that explained all about how the FBI had refuted spontaneous combustion as the cause of the Lake Fairfax animal deaths. The idea of an animal’s body fat acting like wax in a candle made Ben lose his appetite. Not that he needed much help for that.


    His mom had hastily cobbled together “guilt pasta” — as Ben liked to refer to it — before going out for dinner with her new boyfriend. Her special hamburger meat/tomato sauce had been Ben’s favorite when he was seven, and it became the cure-all for scrapes and fights and bad tests at school. His mom whipped it up whenever she saw he was sad or suffering some kind of meltdown. Honestly, it didn’t really work anymore — it hadn’t since his dad had left when he was twelve. But he hadn’t the heart to tell her.


    The music ended, and the warm breeze filtered in sounds of the other kids in his neighborhood as they left their houses and headed out for the evening. He listened enviously to the chatter and the slamming of doors as car engines revved and friends gathered for an exciting night ahead.


    Ben’s sister was at their next-door neighbor’s party, to which Ben had been invited. He could hear the laughter now that his music had stopped, and he planned to head over after he finished up here. He still had a little more work to do, and he wanted to follow up on one more idea before he reached out to Nicole. He inhaled sharply at the thought of what he was going to have to do, but knew he was right this time.


    He pressed Genius on his streaming music app, starting another hour’s worth of music, and twirled in a forkful of tepid dinner. Flicking back to AmesAndNix.com, he found there had been no new updates since first thing that morning, when he’d been highly amused to see Amy surprising a sleepy and understandably grumpy Nicole. Nicole had once more gone up in his estimation, if that were possible. She was still modest about everything that had happened — not like Amy, who Ben suspected would happily talk herself up about the slightest thing.


    He figured Nicole was feeling pretty uncomfortable about being suddenly so popular at school, so it was understandable that she wasn’t interested in his emails. He knew there were some important details he was missing, and the scattered collection of clues that he did have kept sending him searching for answers in all directions.


    Glancing down the Web page, he was surprised to find the girls’ YouTube followers had now beaten the 500 mark — a huge increase in just a short amount of time. Given that there were at least thirty unanswered posts at the bottom of the page, Ben concluded that the pair hadn’t been online again that day.


    I wonder whether Nicole knows about the fish kill at Flour Mill Run?


    The WBN reporter’s newscast had been brief and to the point. The FBI was investigating a number of leads, including natural causes as well as bioterrorism. The reporter had been calm and breezy this time, which, Ben thought, was rather different from her excitable appearance following the animal carcass formation after the wildfire. Her casual attitude hadn’t reassured Ben, who’d been interested in the paranormal long enough to realize that two oddities in as many weeks wasn’t likely a coincidence.


    He Googled about animal formations and had to scroll through more pages than he’d care to remember to find theories on animal deaths and alien invasion. He thought he’d hit the bull’s-eye when he found a website all about animal sacrifices, and he made some hasty notes about how some ancient peoples believed animal sacrifices could heal a human. But could that mean there was someone lurking around Reston making animal sacrifices to help cure people and their pets?


    He added animal sacrifices to a cut-and-paste crib sheet he was assembling of all of the possible causes of the wildfire. Among the current headings were “bioterrorism,” “anarchist groups” and “common causes of wildfires.”


    Ben tidied up the document and read through it all again. Satisfied, he password-protected the file and attached it to a message he wrote on AmesAndNix.com. It simply said: “Nicole. Please read. The password is the note I wrote you in class. NewBenKenobi”


    He would now need Nicole to fill in the gaps of his research. After a deep breath, he pressed Send, scooped up the spaghetti to take down to the garbage disposal, and closed his laptop.


    He turned off the light in his room, hoping that by the time he got back from the party, Nicole would have replied — for her sake more than his.


    

  


  
    Pancakes of Friendship


    It was a warm September evening, and the leaves were just beginning to turn on the large cedar trees flanking the edges of the Wainwrights’ sizeable property. Oak Wood seniors had a tradition of back-to-school parties, and this one was turning out awesome by any standard. About fifty classmates were seeing off the summer by hanging out, dancing and joking. The music boomed at a respectful level through speakers wired up to the living room sound system, and laughs as well as shouts went up every now and then. Farther out by the deck, a few girls sat huddled together. One of them had been crying, and her friends were now trying their best to get her back into the party spirit.


    There were rumors of other parties going on across the neighborhood, but Reese Wainwright’s had seemed to Nicole and Amy to be the best bet. It didn’t hurt that Reese had the biggest pool or that her older brother was universally considered “hot.” Vaughn and a few of his friends were currently holed up in the fully furnished treehouse at the back of the Wainwrights’ large garden, there as a “responsible” presence in case of any trouble or accidents.


    Nicole watched her friend Reilly glide effortlessly past the pool and through the main throngs of partygoers, carrying two cans of soda and balancing a plate of loaded nachos before winding up at her side, beaming. She handed Nicole a drink and a fork and, after a slurp on her own soda, leaned closer with a conspiratorial look.


    “I think I saw them by the hot tub.”


    Nicole nodded, unsure of what face to pull, so she dug into the nachos. She should have been thrilled that Drake had finally gotten around to asking Amy out on a date. She’d certainly heard every single detail of how it had happened earlier in the day.


    Rather than feeling alone at the party without Amy, Nicole was relieved in a way. Truth be told, she was pleased to spend time with Reilly for a change. Amy could be so high-maintenance at times. Reilly was a return to normalcy and a welcome break from Elise and Charlie and being a hero.


    Just then, a shriek went up, and a tall, skinny blond boy — who Nicole recognized as her desk partner from English class, Dean — cannonballed into the pool, sending up a torrential wave of water. The large splash made a tremendous kerplunk! and saturated all those close by. Nicole felt the cold water hit first, and within seconds her pretty navy summer dress was soaked. Laughter rang all around her, and she felt her hair clip slide down her face along with a clump of chlorine-drenched wet hair. She suspected some of her mascara may have gone that way too, and she felt grateful, at least, for the swimsuit she’d worn underneath her clothing. Half-wet, half-dry, she imagined she looked hilarious, and when Dean surfaced, he pointed at Nicole and practically choked with laughter.


    Reilly had come off little better, but she still giggled at the sight of Nicole. Nicole spent a few moments reeling, then, without a second’s more thought, she handed Reilly her drink, flung off her dress and dived in after Dean. Reilly cheered, and Nicole could hear the delighted shouts of others as she powered through the water toward Dean with uncharacteristic fury.


    Nicole thought she would probably remember the next look on Dean’s face forever. Her friend turned and stared at her, wide-eyed and, unfortunately for him, open-mouthed. She launched at him with all of her might. Further furious splashing of partygoers ensued, the result of Nicole pushing Dean firmly down and delivering the dunking of his life. A few seconds later, when Nicole was satisfied he’d splashed about long enough, she released him to the cheers of her new fans. Dean gasped for air as he crawled out of the water and out of the spotlight. Nicole coolly swam back to the pool steps.


    Vaughn was waiting for her there, standing casually in board shorts, a loose-fitting cotton shirt and flip-flops. He threw her a towel as she climbed out of the pool and tried to stifle a grin when she thanked him for helping her. Nicole uttered a feeble apology for all of the mess. She could find no trace of disapproval on Vaughn’s face.


    She received some gentle punches on her arm, a few impressed comments and one or two high-fives as she made her way to the downstairs bathroom and the party got back into full swing.


    *


    Amy was waiting outside for Nicole when she emerged, a good deal drier and warmer than before. She handed Nicole a fresh soda.


    “Was I awesome?” Nicole accepted the drink and gulped it down. Dunking taller boys in pools was thirsty work.


    “Apparently you were quite awesome.” Amy’s eyes sparkled with glee. “Dean is so busted. Drake says he’ll never hear the end of it.”


    “So you and Drake, huh?”


    “I know. He cornered me and I couldn’t get away.”


    “It must have been such a struggle!”


    “Come on, Nix,” she appealed. “He wanted to talk about tomorrow night’s date and what we’re going to see and kind of … just talk.” Amy twirled her hair around her finger. “Do you know what he said? This is so funny — you’re going to laugh …”


    Nicole fixed a smile as Amy recounted Drake’s words — illustrating them with swooping hand movements — and she dutifully laughed at the punch line. It was quite funny, but it ranked with all of the other somewhat amusing things that Drake and his friends — and now Amy — found beyond hilarious.


    Nicole wasn’t giving Amy the type of reaction she was looking for. “What is with you tonight?”


    “Nothing. I’m just a little tired. It’s been a long week,” Nicole said.


    “Well, Drake and I are about to be headliners now, so you don’t have to worry about being the center of attention anymore. You should’ve seen the way those girls from P.E. class were staring at us earlier. This must be what it’s like being stalked by paparazzi!”


    Nicole laughed. This was another example of why she could never be cross with Amy for long.


    “Hey, look. There’s Dean. We should totally go over there and gloat,” Amy said. It was a peace offering, and Nicole took it wholeheartedly.


    The next couple of hours or so whizzed by. When Amy wandered off to talk with Drake some more about the “Saturdate” — surely now the most anticipated and organized date in history — Nicole found she didn’t mind at all.


    As night fell, a cooling breeze blew up, rustling the cedars and seeming to have a delightful chilling effect on everyone at the party. Toward eleven, Nicole found herself gathered in a circle with others on the deck, the music now playing low. A few candles were burning in storm lamps scattered around the last of the partygoers, who were draped in blankets and sipping hot drinks.


    The stars were bright that night, briefly reminding Nicole of the fateful evening of the wildfire. In fact, she was so busy craning up at the sky to locate Pleiades again that she lost track of the flow of conversation, and when she tried to rejoin it, she found she couldn’t catch on to the subject.


    She caught a yawn, realizing that she was actually really tired, and looked around to see whether she could spot Amy.


    Getting up, she offered Reilly her blanket and headed toward the house, with a pretty good idea of where she’d find her friend. Sure enough, the large, comfortable, terra-cotta-tiled kitchen yielded Amy. She was sitting on one of the counters, legs dangling, while Drake was busy fixing some pancakes.


    “Hey,” Nicole waved casually.


    Amy grinned at her, and Drake flipped the pancakes perfectly. “Nice swim earlier, Nix.”


    “Thanks, Drake.” She offered her best warm smile. “I see Amy’s got you in the kitchen already.” They both laughed. Amy pretended to kick Nicole, but was evidently basking in the attention.


    As Drake transferred the lacy, golden pancake to a warm plate and poured more batter in the pan, Nicole quickly got Amy’s attention and pointed at her watch. Her best friend silently gasped as though she had no idea of the time, even though there was a large vintage clock on the Wainwrights’ kitchen wall.


    “Guarantees a first date every time,” Drake said over his shoulder, twisting the pan to level the pancake mix, oblivious to the frantic sign language going on.


    Amy indicated down at Drake’s pancakes and shrugged. She flashed up ten fingers.


    Ten minutes? Nicole could probably wait that long. Though would it really be only ten minutes? Presumably there’d be some extended goodbyes involved. Deciding quickly, Nicole nodded and gave a thumbs-up, which seemed to please Amy.


    Drake flipped the pancake and turned back to the girls.


    “I can take Amy home if you have a curfew, Nix.”


    Busted! Nicole and Amy grinned at one another.


    “That would be cool if it’s not out of your way,” Amy said, as casually as she could muster. “Do you mind, Nix?”


    “Nope. You guys go enjoy your pancakes.” She gave Amy a quick hug. Gave a little wave to Drake. And promised to text Amy when she got in.


    After thanking Reese and saying her goodbyes to her friends in the circle outside, Nicole headed out to the farthest gate, where she’d left her car.


    It had been a mixed kind of night, and it seemed like a long walk to her car. The growing noise of the cicadas’ last summer songs intermingled with the gentle rise and fall of chatter and laughter from the party, which tumbled on behind her.


    As she started her car and made her way along the Wainwrights’ long driveway, Nicole felt a little sad at the state of things. She missed Amy riding along at her side, noisily deconstructing their evening. The spare room at Nicole’s house had been prepped for both of them, and her mom had promised to make them pancakes for breakfast.


    Nicole hoped things would get back to the way they used to be.

  


  
    Zero to Hero


    “Hold still.” Nicole clenched her eyes shut as Amy applied a final sweep of eyeliner. Jokingly, she wriggled around in her seat like an impatient child, which made Amy laugh.


    “There. You can stop wriggling now!”


    Amy sat back beaming, and Nicole picked up a mirror to look at the result. She was relieved at what she found. The light rose colors Amy had picked were pretty and — as Nicole had as requested — took the edge off her summer freckles.


    “Nix. This is TV. It could be our big break!” Amy had insisted on wearing a strappy top emblazoned with “AmesAndNix.com” in an attempt to bring more traffic to their website. She had been debating whether to wear her hair long or back ever since Nicole’s mom had received the call from National Network News about a possible Skype interview. Drake apparently preferred her hair down.


    It had been like this for most of Saturday afternoon and evening — the phone had been ringing off the hook after the Allerton family had given an emotional interview to WBN praising Nicole’s bravery, which was then echoed by the policemen and firemen who were at the scene. Word had spread about Nicole’s feats of heroism, and it had become the “feel good” story that was taking the nation by storm.


    It was almost too much for Nicole. She knew most girls her age would give up most of their prized possessions and sell their pet to get this kind of media attention, but she felt uncomfortable about it, and had only agreed to the interview because Amy had been beyond excited about the prospect of being on live TV.


    Nicole’s mom had only permitted the interview to be held in her house with her present. Nicole had also heard her demanding that, if she agreed to this one interview, the girls would be left alone.


    So, instead of getting ready for a day of shopping and hanging out, her mom had spent the morning prepping the living room for a Skype interview at midday.


    Amy was just scooping up her hair in a sparkly clip when Nicole’s mom knocked on the bedroom door and entered.


    “You girls ready?”


    “Are we ever!” announced Amy, scrambling to her feet.


    She smiled. “You both look great!”


    Nicole noticed that, despite her reservations about the TV interview, her mom had made a real effort with her appearance. She’d swept back her wavy black hair and added a little makeup to her pale, delicate features. Nicole was so used to seeing her either in her ER gear or slouching about in everyday clothes that she’d forgotten how pretty she could look.


    “Does dad know?”


    “Yeah. He’s watching from his hotel room. He’ll call us after.”


    Nicole was pleased. The National Transportation Safety Board, or NTSB, had claimed her dad for another month’s investigation, and he was currently holed up in a hotel somewhere in Oregon after a passenger jet had been forced to make an emergency landing. Nicole always remarked how unfair it was that other people’s emergencies called her dad away — and how she didn’t even get the right to complain about it because he investigated big crashes, often involving fatalities. Even if she felt upset that she wouldn’t get to see her dad for days at a time, she could always be brought to her senses by the reality that some unfortunate family had just lost a loved one forever.


    “The network emailed us their advance questions. They’re printed out downstairs. Go have a look,” Nicole’s mom urged. Nicole’s heart leapt at this turn of events, as she’d hardly slept at all out of fear of being cornered on TV. All night she had been tossing and turning, worrying about the sneaky questions a Network News anchor might ask about Elise’s “miracle recovery.”


    As Nicole made her way downstairs, she heard her mom call out to Amy. She glanced back to see that Amy was redoing her hair clip and the pair were talking quietly.


    In the dining room, Nicole found her mom’s laptop next to the printout of questions. A quick glance down confirmed that there was nothing other than the vague questions Nicole had expected, and she was relieved. After this, maybe she and Amy would be able to get back to normal and put all of the weirdness behind them.


    With her mom’s footsteps creaking down the stairs, the Skype program began to ring. Nicole pressed the answer button and the video screen appeared. Her heart pounded — almost as much as it had during the wildfire. But instead of the anchorwoman she was expecting, a hurried and tired-looking guy appeared.


    “Hey. You must be Nicole?”


    “Yeah. Hi.”


    “I’m Adam, the producer. We’ll get you live on air in about five minutes, OK? Anchorwoman Rhia Frazer will come say hi first. You’ve got the questions there?”


    Nicole’s mom sat down in the chair beside her as the producer continued his soothing patter, preparing both of them for how the interview would go and repeatedly assuring them it would be as easy as chatting with a friend.


    Time was ticking away, and Nicole realized Amy was still nowhere to be seen. She glanced around nervously — surely Amy wasn’t going to try to be fashionably late for their TV interview?


    Just then, the producer gave up his chair for Rhia, who offered a pristine smile. “Hi there. We’ve gone to commercial, so it’s almost time for you. How you feeling?”


    “OK,” Nicole answered. “We’re not quite ready because Amy’s still not here.” She looked at her mom, anguished. “I’ll go get her?”


    Her mom stared back at her, and from the expression on her mom’s face, Nicole realized that plans had changed.


    Sure enough, Amy eased into the dining room and leaned by the wall. She gave a thumbs-up to Nicole and did her best to grin, but Nicole knew her friend too well and could see she was trying to cover up what must have been bitter disappointment.


    Nicole looked back to the anchorwoman, who had heard all that had gone on.


    “Nicole, your mom wanted you on air for a maximum of ten minutes, and so I’m afraid we just needed you and your mom together. You were the rescuer, right?”


    “Sure, but Amy …”


    “It’s OK, Nicole. I explained,” her mom reassured.


    But it wasn’t OK. Not for Nicole. Amy was supposed to be with her — by her side and doing all the talking. They’d worked it all out.


    Nicole’s anxiety rose again.


    The anchorwoman looked across at her producer. “OK, we’re going live in a few moments. Nicole, Dr. Aaronson, are you ready?”


    With a panicked glance at her mom and then to Amy, Nicole realized that unless she wanted to bolt off air and make an even bigger fool of herself, she had no choice but to do this interview. All Amy could do was stand helplessly by the door as an observer to something she so desperately wanted. What made it worse was that Drake would be tuning in at home.


    Nicole’s mom took her hand under the dining room table and gave it a squeeze.


    Nicole took a breath.


    “Welcome back. I’m here now with Nicole, the girl they’re calling the ‘Reston Superhero,’ and her mom, Dr. Lucy Aaronson. Nicole, first of all, why don’t you take us through what happened?”


    After a pause, Nicole felt herself quite automatically begin to talk about the night of the wildfire and how she and Amy had stumbled upon Elise and Charlie. All the time she was talking, in the back of her mind ran a mantra that pounded as furiously as her nervous heartbeat.


    Seem normal. Seem normal. Seem normal.


    As promised in the advance questions, the satisfied interviewer now turned her attention to Nicole’s mom.


    “Dr. Aaronson, how proud are you of your daughter?”


    Nicole watched her mom smile thinly and think about her answer. “Well, Rhia, naturally any parent would be proud. I know her dad can’t wait to get home and give his girl a hug.”


    She looked across at Nicole and smiled, then, looking back into the webcam, her expression changed.


    “But I work in a busy ER downtown, and I see people taking risks like these every day. It worked out OK this time, but I do need to stress this: Unless you can be sure you can get out of that fire alive, then please, don’t double our workload. Leave it to the professionals to do their jobs.”


    Rhia nodded.


    “I kind of want to say …”


    “Yes, Nicole?”


    Nicole thought she might stumble, but kept on talking. “I just did what I could and it was a one-time thing. But my mom, like everyone who works in emergency services, has to do this every day. They’re the real superheroes.”


    Rhia gave a smile. Nicole sat back and looked hopefully at the dining room clock to see that their time was just about up. Surely they’d gotten the interview they’d wanted by now?


    But Rhia glanced down at her notes and raised one of her eyebrows.


    Nicole knew what this meant. Something big was coming.


    “We’re getting some Tweets in from viewers, one who asks what was wrong with Elise when you first saw her?”


    It was like Rhia had reached through the laptop screen and punched Nicole in her stomach. Nicole was fumbling for an answer; this was exactly the kind of question she had feared.


    She glanced up quickly at Amy for guidance. Her best friend had heard the question too and was looking pretty shocked. But, true to form, Amy pulled a clown-like “I dunno” face with massive swinging arm gestures and a full-body shrug.


    Her gesture lightened Nicole’s sense of fearfulness while also giving her the answer she needed.


    “She looked pretty bad, actually. She was trapped under a tree branch when we found her. But all we knew was that we had to get her out of there. ‘We’ being me and my best friend, Amy Madigan.” Nicole said Amy’s name a bit too firmly — she wanted to get her name in at least. She wondered just how much her mom had picked up on her nervousness, but before she could say anything more, her mom leaned forward, taking up almost the whole screen.


    “One final thing I’d like to say as we finish is that my daughter doesn’t have to save children and animals from a wildfire to make her dad and me proud. She does that anyway.”


    Having brought the interview to a close herself, Nicole’s mom glared defiantly at Rhia, and Nicole knew she could relax at last.


    The next few moments involved Rhia wrapping up the interview and Nicole and her mom being thanked again for appearing on the show. Nicole sat with her smile fixed, her mind racing, hoping beyond hope that she’d done enough to avert suspicion.


    The interview over, the laptop shut and her mom in the next room talking animatedly on the phone with Nicole’s dad, Nicole ran up to Amy.


    Hiding her disappointment, Amy explained that Nicole’s mom had told her what was happening while she was fixing her hair clip upstairs. “They just wanted you anyway, Nix. You were the one who rescued Elise, so what would I have said?”


    “I only did it cuz you wanted me to.”


    Amy gave a little smile.


    “So I’ll just go say hi to my dad and then we can catch up on last night,” Nicole said. “We’ve got so much to talk about!”


    Amy’s face faltered a little then, and Nicole braced herself for what was coming.


    “I just got a text from Drake, so … I kind of said I’d head over there.”


    Nicole hadn’t realized Amy was this disappointed. She fought with some of her own disgruntlement, wondering whether she was being unreasonable, but she still felt annoyed. This whole stupid thing today had been all for Amy. Nicole hadn’t wanted her face plastered all over TV, and somehow it had all gone horribly wrong.


    “I thought we were going to hang out?” Nicole offered.


    An awkward silence fell between the friends.


    “Nix …”


    “I didn’t even want to be on stupid TV! You know how much I hate that. I only did it for you, and now you’re upset about it and I don’t even know what to do!” It all came blurting out, and Nicole was almost as surprised as Amy by the end of it.


    Nicole’s mom could not have timed her interruption more inappropriately. She poked her head around the door.


    “Nicole? Your dad wants to talk to his superstar daughter!”


    “Um … OK …” Nicole stalled. “Amy, my dad’s call will just take a minute. You wanna grab some lunch outside?”


    Eyes were on Amy, and although there was a moment of hesitation, Nicole was disappointed to see that her friend’s heart hadn’t changed.


    “I promised mom I’d get back, so … thanks for this morning.”


    “Well, if you’re sure. I’m sorry it didn’t turn out the way you had hoped,” Nicole apologized.


    With a small smile — and none of her usual enthusiasm — Amy tripped out of the house.


    Nicole’s heart sank.

  


  
    Conspiracy Theorists


    From his passenger seat, Agent Carter watched the now familiar tree-lined landscape and then the looming bridge of Flour Mill Run edge into view.


    He was getting frustrated, and it was showing. It had been a full week since the animal death anomalies, and he and Bishop were no closer to determining the cause. The toxicology reports had ruled out any chemicals or pathogens in the woods or entering the water, and, as Bishop had suspected, the U.S. Geological Survey and the Fish and Wildlife Service couldn’t find any sign of disease either — too many different types of fish and animal life had been killed at once. With every crime lab or toxicology report that returned inconclusive, the possibilities narrowed in some areas and widened in others.


    Carter gave a cursory wave at the officer on guard who knew not to stop the agents. Bishop had his head buried in his tablet, scrutinizing the new lab reports of the charred animal carcasses from the Lake Fairfax wildfire.


    Carter had been right to reorder lab results. It seemed the first-response agents had been looking for the wrong thing — or at least had been focusing too narrowly.


    Hours after sending the carcasses over to a particular forensic pathologist they knew at the Fish and Wildlife Service, Carter and Bishop had received a baffled phone call. The concerned pathologist reported that the animals had indeed been burned as the photos had initially suggested, but they hadn’t perished from external heat. They’d burned from the inside out.


    The closest thing either agent knew of that could cause this would be some form of microwave, and their subsequent investigation into radioactivity in the area had drawn a blank. Spontaneous combustion theories — traditionally discredited by the FBI — had been considered.


    The car purred into the investigation area and came to a standstill. Carter noticed that the police officers guarding the area seemed weary — understandable after standing around for days watching over a dwindling pile of rotting fish.


    The site had been photographed and documented from every conceivable angle, and each specimen of fish had been collected and tested. The diggers had spent 24 hours solid scooping up the great mounds of decaying fish and animal matter, and now the final cleanup operation had begun.


    Carter knew the inevitable wild theories were circulating on the Internet about government tests and the radio waves from them destroying wildlife, but he had also been assured that those types of tests weren’t currently operating nearby. UFOs and Armageddon — the other two favorites of the conspiracy theorists — he couldn’t rule out yet.


    What Carter did know was that something extraordinary had occurred. He and his partner exited their car and stood before the placid river once more.


    Although the lab’s water report had shown no toxins and normal oxygen levels, it appeared that a mass suffocation of all animal life in the water had occurred. And like the wildfire carcasses, the fish had somehow burned themselves from the inside out.


    As the agents stood gazing across the water, Bishop exhaled loudly. Both men had spent some very long days and nights puzzling over this mystery, which had been complicated by pressure from the Senate security office. It wanted reassurance that Senator Jennings wasn’t the target of any hostile plot, rogue group or mentally disturbed individual.


    “Anything new?” Carter indicated to Bishop’s tablet.


    “No. No notes or threats or people claiming responsibility. No established natural or human anomalies. The seasonal temperature was normal, so the fish didn’t get too hot or too cold. No disease, no toxins, no bad rain.” Bishop thought about it. “Essentially, we are dealing with something that internally combusts stuff. Small stuff, granted. But stuff nevertheless.”


    “Weaponize that, you got yourself some power.”


    “You know, DARPA isn’t far from here …”


    Carter nodded. The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency was known for its development of classified military weapons.


    “I read a paper on a system being tested for nonlethal crowd control defenses. Made you feel like your skin was burning, which should cause crowds to disperse. But it was also capable of becoming lethal with just some minor modifications.”


    “We should send somebody there. Maybe a rogue scientist … or an unsanctioned test that has gotten out of control?”


    They heard the crunching of footsteps behind them, which abruptly stopped the conversation.


    They turned to find Officer Gillespie.


    “You gentlemen any closer to solving it?” Officer Gillespie stared at them patiently. His question was in earnest.


    Bishop gave a quick glance to Carter, who chuckled. “Well, Officer, the wildfire looks like it was caused by a camping accident. We’re fairly confident of that. That type of thing happens all the time. But we’re continuing to do analyses on the animal deaths. It’s a needle in a haystack now,” Carter said.


    “Well, when you run out of things to test, maybe it’s time you think about finishing up around these parts?” The officer indicated to the forensics. “I got about a dozen families wanting to know if they can come camp while the weather’s still fine.”


    “We can bring the barriers down in about a day or two,” Carter explained. There was no need to keep the park closed much longer.


    The officer nodded. “Oh, and I got a lady over there. Says she has an appointment with you for an interview?”


    Sure enough, Lynn Meyers was standing on the other side of the barrier, in front of an impatient group of TV and newspaper reporters. The media interest in the mystery was certainly intensifying.


    As in all situations like this, Bishop turned to Carter, who understood what he had to do. He strode up to the group, and the closer he got, the louder the questions became. The reporters seemed like a gaggle of geese, each goose trying to out-screech the other.


    Carter sighed inwardly before waving them down.


    “First question, Ms. Meyers?”


    Lynn nodded. “Special Agent Carter, you’ve been investigating this site for a week now, and WBN understands you’re about to leave. Can you tell us if you know any more about what happened here?”


    “As a matter of fact, Lynn, I can confirm that we’re satisfied in our investigations of this area. The wildfire appears to have been caused by a campfire that was started outside of the designated campgrounds and without usage of a proper campfire ring. We have no suspects at this time, but we believe the devastation was unintentional.”


    The clamor rose again, and as previously agreed upon with Lynn, she was given the second question too.


    “Thank you, Agent. That explains the wildfire. But what can you tell us about the strange animal deaths at Lake Fairfax and here?”


    Carter’s face was indecipherable. “As you know, Lynn, we’re looking into several possibilities. We do believe the wildfire and the animal deaths are two coincidental, unrelated events, and we are treating them as two separate investigations. And we’ve recently followed up on an important new lead, which, as you can appreciate, must remain confidential for the time being. But our recent tests have not detected any contaminants of any kind, so we no longer believe there is any cause for concern over the public’s health. Starting today, we’re lifting the water recreation advisory for the surrounding area.”


    It was a bluff, and Carter knew from the look on Bishop’s face that it hadn’t come off quite as he’d intended. The press weren’t too thrilled with the lack of detail either, and as Carter thanked them and turned away, he caught a few disgruntled expressions and some looks of — what was it? — derision.


    Bishop, however, knew better than to point out any of that to Carter, and he let the silence speak for itself. He tended to regard the media as an unnecessary evil, one that usually hampered investigations or sent the perpetrators advance clues, and so his attitude toward reporters was gruff at best.


    What Carter had done was thrown them off the scent, but he’d also given them some actual breaking news in the cause of the wildfire and the lifting of the water recreation ban. It would be good enough for now, but time was running out.


    Every person in the campground wildfire had a file with the FBI, even the Jennings family. Two people in particular stood out to Carter — the “Reston Superhero” and her sidekick — but his quick review of Nicole and Amy hadn’t sounded any alarms. The girls didn’t fit the profile of a terrorist or an anarchist.


    “Take a look at this.” Agent Carter brought up AmesAndNix.com and started one of the girls’ more recent postings. Bishop watched as Amy appeared and whispered “… I’m going to put my personal safety at risk just to show you what a sleeping superhero looks like. Let’s see if she exhibits any of her superpowers this morning…” Agent Bishop formed a small grin and struggled to withhold a laugh while watching the show unfold. Carter was not amused and stared in poorly concealed disgust as his partner enjoyed the video.


    “Come on. Really? I don’t think these girls have anything to do with this,” Bishop said. “They’re just goofy kids. Look at them. The only tragedy taking place here is the one girl filming her friend without makeup.”


    Carter snapped Bishop back to reality. “One just went on national TV to talk about the wildfire and how she rescued a child. These girls were central to the event, and that makes them people of interest.”


    With leads and angles leading nowhere, Bishop searched in his memory over his long experience at the FBI for something — anything — he and Carter could be missing. Biological? Chemical? Military? Still could be terrorists. And if somebody was trying to send them a message, it wasn’t a clear message. Right now, they had nothing.


    

  


  
    A Box Marked “Weird”


    Nicole eased the messenger bag strap from her shoulder and got out her English homework. She rubbed her neck, reddened from the weight of the bag’s books. Then, kicking off her Converse sneakers, she dived onto the bed and lay there, face down.


    It was Wednesday. Only Wednesday, and it had been the longest of weeks already. A small groan escaped her.


    Her mom gave a brief knock before entering. Nicole raised her head from the pillows to offer some kind of lively response. She’d thought she had the house to herself, having forgotten that her mom had swapped shifts and was on a late one again tonight.


    Her mom came in with a pile of folded-up laundry and set it down next to Nicole’s dresser.


    “How was school today?”


    “Yeah. OK.”


    “Really?” Her mom didn’t seem to believe her, and she sat down beside Nicole on the bed.


    School had been challenging because the main topic of discussion had been her and entirely her. Nicole’s classmates envied and admired her in equal measure, and she was exhausted by the endless questions about what it felt like to be famous, on TV, seen as a superhero … the list went on.


    Following several nights of fitful sleep, she had shoved most of her wildfire and rescue thoughts in a mental box marked “weird” and attempted to get on with her week.


    Thankfully, communication had been restored with Amy on Monday night, after they had barely spoken two words to each other all day. Arriving home in a foul mood Monday evening, Nicole had checked her email to find a barrage of funny messages from Amy. After Nicole had responded, Amy had pleaded tiredness and grumpiness at not being on national TV, and Nicole had understood and accepted the apology.


    The girls had made plans to drive out to Lake Fairfax over the weekend to discuss the latest developments. Finally, Nicole had something to look forward to.


    Her mom began to put in her stud earrings. “So, I have a favor to ask you, and I’d like you to think about it before giving me an answer.”


    “A favor, huh?” Nicole suspected this was going to be something she wouldn’t necessarily like. She was right.


    “There’s a boy in my hospital and he’s pretty sick at the moment. In fact, he’s terminally ill.”


    Nicole’s bravado faltered. “I’m sorry.”


    Her mom shrugged. “He’s read all about your rescuing Elise and Charlie. He was so excited when I told him you were my daughter.” With her earrings now in, Nicole’s mom rested both of her hands on Nicole’s and gave her a serious look. “It would mean a lot to him if you could go and visit him. Maybe take him a book or something?”


    “Mom … please. I hate this superhero stuff. I said it on TV; everyone’s on me about it all day. I don’t want to go around bragging about it anymore.”


    “I’m not asking you to brag. Just go see him.”


    Nicole let out a sigh. She knew this wasn’t like her, and she could sense her mom’s impatience rising.


    “Can I cut class?”


    “No. You can drop in before you and Amy go off to the lake on Saturday.”


    This was too much for Nicole.


    “Mom …”


    “I’m not going to beg you to do it, Nicole. But these kinds of visits can make a real difference. Look.”


    Nicole’s mom produced a bright crayon portrait the boy had drawn. In the picture, Nicole had long hair and was wearing a cape. She smiled at the realization that he’d also spotted her freckles and had applied a few to the cartoon version of SuperNix’s nose. She felt some of her old self coming back to her, and she was moved when she saw the words Ethan, age 8 inscribed at the bottom of the picture.


    “Ethan.”


    “He’s a cute kid.”


    Nicole laughed.


    “Is it that bad at school?”


    “Pretty much,” Nicole said plainly.


    “I’m sorry if the TV interview made it worse. I should have never agreed to it in the first place.”


    This was unprecedented. Nicole’s mom was hardly ever known to offer this kind of admission, and Nicole appreciated the enormity of it. She’d heard the low murmur of her mom talking to her dad on the phone late into the night this week, and she could tell things had been tough for her mom recently, too.


    “Well, I can’t change what people are thinking, I guess. And if it helps Ethan, then that’s something positive out of all of this madness.” Nicole took the drawing and smiled again. “Can I keep this?”


    Her mom stood up. “You bet. OK, I’ll see you tomorrow. You have my cell.”


    Nicole waved her phone to indicate she did.


    With that, her mom was gone. Hearing the door slam downstairs, Nicole rolled over to grab her laptop and logged on.


    She felt a brief lurch of panic as another email from Ben Owens arrived in her inbox, joining others he’d already sent that week. Some were nudges, and the latest she’d left unopened. She suspected what he had to say would be interesting and clever, but she hesitated to open it. She felt frightened.


    If she could just get through the week, go see this boy at the hospital and then head out to the lake with Amy, it’d all be OK.


    Nicole pinned Ethan’s SuperNix picture to her memo board. She stared at it for a long time.


    Why did you pick me as your hero?

  


  
    Bob Can’t Come to the Phone Right Now


    Nicole flicked through the morning mail and found the letter she was looking for. She headed back into her dad’s study with her computer and seated herself in front of his desk.


    She placed her laptop on the desk and opened it. Her dad’s familiar, stubbled face and smiley eyes were frozen onscreen as he waited for her to resume their Skype call. He was wearing his usual jeans and dark green polo shirt as he reclined in his bland hotel room. The time difference meant it was still afternoon where he was and he’d just had lunch, the remnants of which were on a tray behind him.


    Nicole unpaused the Skype call. “I got it. Came today.”


    While her dad was away, Nicole was in charge of opening his correspondence. Her mom had so little time to go through the various bills and other documents coming his way that it seemed to work out better if Nicole acted as his administrative assistant. Her mom filtered out any important work documents early on, and going over the mail meant Nicole and her dad could keep a sense of normalcy between them. Nicole was, in her dad’s words, “scarily organized,” so the catch-up seemed a perfect arrangement.


    This call was also helping take Nicole’s mind off of everything else that was going on, as the pleas from other TV networks for interviews hadn’t eased up. It was especially tough now that Ben’s emails were arriving two or three times a day.


    “What’s the deadline?”


    “Umm … expires in a month?”


    “Great. Thanks, mouse. I’ll make a note of it.” Her dad yawned.


    “Late night, huh?” Nicole ignored him calling her “mouse,” though it was a childhood nickname she’d prefer to distance herself from. He looked way too tired for a spat. Besides, in a way, she did still like it.


    “Yeah, you know it,” he said with his trademark wide grin.


    “Is it going OK?”


    “We’ll get there. So you’re heading to the lake again today, huh?”


    “Yeah, just for the day.”


    “You and Amy gonna try and one-up your rescue? Maybe save a school bus of kids? Or — here’s a novel idea — maybe head to the pool like normal girls your age?”


    Nicole laughed. She and Amy had every intention of enjoying the park the old-fashioned way this time, though they had talked about going into the forest to retrace their steps. She decided not to tell her dad about that part.


    “How’s Bob?”


    “Bob’s fine.”


    “Bob,” her dad’s bonsai tree, had been a housewarming present from some Japanese neighbors when Nicole’s family had moved into their current home. Now, Bob the Bonsai Tree was not to be confused with Bob the stuffed horse, although understandably this had happened many times. Nicole would frequently run around the house looking for Bob, and her dad would point to the tree and say, “Relax. Bob’s right here.” Not funny.


    Seven years old, Bob was her dad’s pride and joy, and whenever he was home, he could often to be found spritzing the leaves and trimming the branches. He found it very calming, a Zen-like escape from his intense work. Every now and then, Nicole even heard some snatches of man-to-plant “conversation” filtering out from the study.


    Nicole leaned over the laptop and had to hide her look of horror. Bob was as arid as a desert and appeared very far from fine. His leaves had gone yellow.


    She had forgotten to water Bob!


    It was such a delicate plant — it could take years to recover. She crossed her fingers in hopes that her dad wouldn’t want to see his beloved Bob onscreen.


    “When are you going to be home?” she asked, craftily changing the subject.


    “Too early to say yet. I’ll keep mom posted.”


    Nicole hid her disappointment.


    “Has school improved? I hear you’re Miss Popularity.”


    “Oh, yeah. If you count being stared at and having twenty questions hurled at me every other minute. I think they’ll give up eventually.”


    “Well, like you said on the news, maybe leave the rescuing to mom for a little while.”


    “I’ll try. Oh, she said she’d call again tonight.”


    Her dad seemed happy with that, and Nicole caught him up on a little family news before the inevitable Skype farewell.


    Whenever she got off the phone or Skype with her dad, Nicole always felt a little sad and, oddly, a little homesick, even though home was here. She knew that a lot of other people’s dads had pretty normal work schedules, and she’d never really experienced that. There’d be brief periods where her dad’s schedule would be calm and regular, plans would be made, and then boom! — plane crash. The NTSB would call and he’d be gone. Nicole felt guilty belittling a plane crash, but it happened so often that the guilty feeling was replaced by a numbness to it all.


    She remained seated in her dad’s chair and rested her elbows on its leather arms. This was a rare moment of calm in two weeks of madness. With all the stresses of school, the TV interview, and now the incessant phone calls from old acquaintances and long-lost family friends coming out of the woodwork, she and her mom had forgotten to take care of Bob.


    Nicole felt bad. Her dad would say he wouldn’t mind, but one thing he always did when he got home was head up to his study and reacquaint himself with the plant that reminded him of home. It had a calming effect.


    Nicole had a strange feeling that she had somehow let her dad down, and she didn’t like it. She really missed him, and it was silly, but keeping Bob watered somehow proved to her dad that she was thinking of him outside of the administrative tasks and the Skype calls.


    She shut her eyes and felt a little knot inside her stomach. She thought of her dad, his smiling eyes, the way she caught a whiff of cologne whenever he hugged her a bit too tight.


    Whether it was the heightened emotion of the week or the fact that she was really missing her dad right now, a small tear began to form in her eye, clouding her vision.


    She let it stay there for a few moments before taking a deep breath, wiping it away and getting up. She had some more packing to do before the lake, and she was going to choose one of her favorite old books to read to Ethan at the hospital.


    As she left the study, she turned around for one last glance.


    Then she saw it.


    A sudden feeling of intense shock hit her at the sight of the bonsai standing green and healthy again.


    She even turned on the study light just in case her eyes were deceiving her, but sure enough, Bob’s leaves were as green and lush as the day he was potted and given to her dad.


    It took a few moments to sink in, and Nicole approached the plant cautiously. She turned it around slowly, touching a leaf as though it were some kind of mirage. But she hadn’t imagined it. The bonsai was real and it was alive!


    Anxiously, she retraced the past few moments, trying to piece together what had happened. Moments earlier, when she had been thinking about her dad and had shed a tear, the plant was arid and dead. Afterward, it had been restored to life.


    She had revived the plant?


    Breathlessly and hardly thinking, she ran out of the study and into the dining room, where she’d remembered seeing a vase of wilting, long-stemmed yellow roses.


    There they were, the centerpiece of the dining room table in all their faded glory, their petals crusting at the edges in the vase that had been her parents’ wedding present.


    Nicole’s heart pounded furiously. Feeling giddy at the extraordinary possibilities, she directed her attention and her feelings toward the roses. She thought of how they’d been a long-distance present from her dad for her parents’ anniversary, and how happy her mom had been when they’d arrived, even if she’d complained a little about the cost. When she thought about the moment her mom beamed at the roses in her arms, warmth rose in her chest.


    She felt the knot in her stomach unwind.


    Then the roses began to change. Nicole fought the urge to look away in fear, and instead locked her gaze on what was happening to the roses. After a few seconds, they rose up a little straighter, like soldiers standing at attention again, their leaves lifting like a graceful ballerina’s arms. Very slowly but surely, the sunshine-yellow bloom returned to their delicate petals. Before long, the brown had disappeared completely, and the beautiful flowers were revived. They looked as fresh as the day they were picked.


    It had happened again.


    She could do it. She could revive plants. And she had seen their rejuvenation unfold with her own eyes.


    She sat down heavily at the head of the table and rested her chin on her hands, staring and staring, unable to take in even the slightest part of the enormity of all of this. A huge grin spread across her face.


    I gotta show Amy.


    

  


  
    Do That Thing

    With the Thing


    Amy had just opened the door to her car when Nicole came bursting out of the house as though there were another wildfire on her tail. She ran all the way down the driveway and was so out of breath by the time she reached Amy that she had to spend a moment leaning against the car, catching her breath.


    Amy watched her best friend curiously, anticipation rising.


    “Don’t tell me — your house is on fire and we have to run?” Amy joked.


    Nicole was speechless and was frantically pointing back at the house.


    “Car crash?”


    Nicole shook her head, and Amy braced herself for the news.


    “It’s me. I think it was me all along!”


    “You … what?” Sensing this wasn’t going to be the quick pickup they’d arranged, Amy shut the car door behind her. Nicole was acting … weird. She was flailing around in the way Amy usually did, and it was a sight to see. “Whoa, Nix. Breathe. Breathe!”


    Amy took in some breaths as if to show Nicole how to do it. The pair must have looked odd, hyperventilating together there on the driveway.


    Nicole found it all hard to explain, but slowly she stuttered the odd story. She told Amy about Bob and then the rose experiment, choosing her words carefully and speaking slowly as she got back her breath.


    By the end of Nicole’s explanation, it was evident by the look on Amy’s face that she could hardly believe it.


    “I just need more plants to show you!”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “If I can find one, I can concentrate on it like I did before, and then I could show you.”


    “Nicole, are you kidding me? Look.” Amy pointed, and when Nicole turned, she saw rows upon rows of small plants and flowers beneath the window of her dad’s study that were shriveled up and withered. They were just like the bonsai had been.


    “But those were alive this morning.”


    “Not anymore.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    Nicole had revived a plant and seemingly killed another. Was that how it worked? The reality now dawned on Nicole. It was bizarre — incredible almost. What was going on outside while miracles were happening inside? Was this the result of what she had done to Bob the Bonsai? Nicole pressed her hands against the side of her face like she did whenever she was confused or stressed.


    “… I think I killed them when I revived dad’s plant.”


    “Oh, man. No way. No way! This is huge. This is massive! Nicole, do you know what you’re saying?”


    Nicole hardly knew what to do with herself, and neither did Amy now.


    “OK. All right,” Amy said. “This is OK. This is perfectly logical. We can do this. We can get through this.”


    Amy looked deep into Nicole’s eyes and placed her hands on her friend’s shoulders. She hoped she was being soothing; she wasn’t used to being the calming presence. That was usually Nicole’s job.


    “OK, Nix. I think I’ve got a plan.”


    Nicole hesitated. Amy’s plans usually had good intentions but sometimes negative side effects. There was no reason to believe this “plan” was any different from the others.


    “If what you’re saying is true, what if you show me exactly how you did it,” Amy said, pausing for dramatic effect, “…by using those.” With a devious grin, Amy pointed to Mrs. Truman’s perfectly manicured front garden. Amy partly wanted to see Mrs. Truman’s garden wilt, but another part of her just couldn’t believe it could be done. She was merely enjoying the idea of wilting Mrs. Truman’s plants.


    Nicole gasped. “Amy, we can’t.”


    “Look, we can just try it. No one will know. Plus, it’ll be funny. It might not even work. Come on, we need a good laugh right about now. It’d be something to lighten the mood. We can get all heavy and morbid later.”


    Nicole hesitated. She looked at the grumpy old woman’s flower bed and rosebushes. She recalled how many times she’d been humiliated by the bitter old lady. She then thought about how hilarious it would be when Mrs. Truman returned from calling 911 about her yard having been vandalized to discover everything restored perfectly. How would she explain to the officer what she thought she had seen? Nicole smiled. Amy was right. She needed something like this.


    Nicole concentrated. She remembered the interminable weeding she would be made to do for Mrs. Truman as punishment for a bad ball shot during her younger years. She remembered that terrible sinking feeling she’d have when a Frisbee or ball flew over the hedge and landed squarely in Mrs. Truman’s garden.


    “Holy …” she heard Amy start to exclaim.


    She opened her eyes and saw the azaleas had shriveled up, their beautiful pink faded to gray and their fine, bright petals wrinkled into a papery mess.


    Aghast, Amy grabbed Nicole’s arm, partly to steady herself.


    “I saw it. I saw it all. It was like the flowers just … just … curled up and died.” Amy cheered with delight. “Ha! Take that, lady! Do more! The hedge! Do the hedge!”


    Nicole giggled. “OK, OK …”


    Amy excitedly took Nicole’s hand and squeezed it.


    This time, Nicole didn’t close her eyes, but focused on the newly trimmed hedge. She recalled how, after knocking something over into Mrs. Truman’s garden, she would find herself uttering a little prayer that the battle-axe wouldn’t be at home. But inevitably she would see the lady’s shadow looming at the dining room window, as if she were psychically connected to each blade of grass on her lawn. Nicole flinched, remembering how belittled she would feel when the lecture came about how clumsy and stupid she was, and how frustrated she would be that the word “accident” didn’t seem to be in Mrs. Truman’s vocabulary.


    Nicole felt her long-standing annoyances rise, and at that moment, the leaves on the hedge started to turn. They first browned at the edges, and the decay soon spread down the leaves and into the branches. The rot gathered momentum, and Amy issued a low hum at the sight of every single small leaf on the hedge drying up within seconds. Then, all at once, the brittle branches released every one of their rotten leaves, which cascaded into a heap on the ground.


    Nicole could hardly believe her eyes.


    Where there was once lush greenery and pruned plants now stood a wasteland of dried-up matter, all gnarled and yellowing.


    The azaleas, the newly trimmed hedge, the flower bed — every leafy bit of green was withering on the branch, as if some invisible weedkiller had been poured from above.


    “Nix, look.”


    A new surprise? In contrast to the dead garden, the once perfectly manicured lawn had become a shoulder-high jungle of wild grass and massive weeds.


    Amy screeched with delight. Nicole giggled. The experiment hadn’t quite come off as she’d hoped, though — the grass and weeds had overgrown.


    “OMG,” Amy murmured.


    “I know.”


    “You totally did that.”


    “I know.”


    “OK. We need to think about this.” Amy started pacing. “I mean, really think. The wildfire, the animals, the fish.”


    Nicole kept nodding. This opened up a whole new can of worms. It was momentous and massive in its implications, and the two best friends knew they were standing at the precipice of something life-changing.


    Nicole felt overwhelmed all of a sudden, and her throat felt choked and sore with the emotion of it all.


    Amy looked at Nicole’s reaction and realized they may have taken the prank too far. “All right. Well, as much as I enjoyed this, it’s a little harsh, even for Mrs. Truman. So just do your thing, put it all back, and let’s go.”


    “OK.” Nicole concentrated again on Mrs. Truman’s plants. She thought about Amy and her sparkly green eyes and mad hair and how, even after all these years of knowing her, she seemed to get more brilliantly unpredictable by the day. She smiled at how she could never be angry with Amy for any length of time, and at how grateful she was for Amy’s friendship, even though the first time they’d met had been in kindergarten when Amy had stolen her sandbox spade.


    “Go on then.”


    “What?” Nicole held her eyes clenched shut, remembering her fury as a 5-year-old being replaced by glee when Amy had upended the spadeful of sand into her own shock of ginger hair.


    “Do that thing you do with the …” Amy flailed her arms around, looking for a word that didn’t exist. “… thing!”


    Nicole opened her eyes. “I am!”


    She looked around her. Mrs. Truman’s garden was still in a state of dehydrated ruin.


    Nicole shut her eyes again and tried to summon up something else. She needed something good to direct at the garden.


    “Nix, I don’t think it’s working.”


    Nicole’s heart sank.


    “Maybe try the plants in your garden first? A smaller patch? Maybe it’s that.”


    Nicole ran over to the flowerbox under her dad’s study. She summoned all of her energies and directed them toward the flowers. And yet nothing.


    “Nix …”


    Nicole glanced across to another neighbor’s garden. A previously withered clump of fern had unfurled and was looking positively vibrant.


    A sinking feeling crept into her veins.


    By the look on Amy’s face, she seemed to be sharing the same terrible thought.


    What if it only works one way?


    “Oh, God.” The words of horror tumbled out of Nicole’s mouth. “What have I done?” Nicole ran into the safety of her house. Fear pounded at her heart.

  


  
    Please Step Away

    From the Zoo


    For the past twenty minutes, Nicole had been sitting at her laptop back in her bedroom and was opening every one of Ben’s emails. Amy had no knowledge of this correspondence other than hearing from Nicole that NewBenKenobi was being a pain.


    Nicole knew she had to face what Ben had to say to learn about the mystery that was lurking inside her. She clicked on another attached file, and a picture of the large fish kill at Flour Mill Run appeared.


    Amy sucked in a little breath at the sight of the enormous mound of dead, shiny blue fish.


    “So, what you’re saying is all of those fish equals one child?”


    Nicole swallowed. Amy had put it plainly, and it sounded extraordinary. “I guess so. And the animals were Charlie? I mean, that must’ve been where we ran in the forest?”


    “That’s crazy. There’s gotta be another explanation!” Amy knew she was only saying this because somehow it sounded comforting.


    Nicole considered the idea, but almost immediately something in her discounted it. She rubbed her eyes, suddenly weary. She had no idea of the extent of her powers, but there were a few things that seemed certain: Whatever she did was irreversible, and some living thing died for whatever she chose to make live. Worse still, in the moment, she had no idea what that thing would be.


    It was an uncomfortable burden for Nicole to bear. All living things mattered to Nicole. She even felt guilty whenever her dad set up mousetraps. Those little guys never did anything wrong, just going about their business. If it were up to her now, she would put everything back to normal, including Mrs. Truman’s precious plants.


    Mrs. Truman.


    She felt awful for the old lady, who was thankfully away for the weekend but would be facing an ominous return home. Then came the barrage of other thoughts — the devastation that she’d wielded during the wildfire, and how the trail of dead animals across the forest seemed to match her and Amy’s desperate escape route. One by one, the animals had trailed in their wake, sacrificed to save those of Nicole’s choice.


    Nicole had been the one saving. She had been the one killing, and she hadn’t even known it.


    This was too much.


    Nicole burst into tears, and soon felt Amy’s arm around her shoulders.


    “It’ll be OK …”


    “I’m dangerous, Amy.”


    “Nix, you’re being a bit dramatic here.”


    “I’m serious! Sure, I rescued something. But I killed another thing to do it. I didn’t even mean to!”


    “But you wanted Elise to live!”


    “Yes…”


    “A hundred fish for a girl sounds like a fair swap.”


    “But I didn’t get to make that deal!” Nicole asserted. “I didn’t choose! And if I’d known then what I know now …” She trailed off.


    Amy saw it was time for some straight talk.


    “Nix, I can see you’re worried. And this is, like, way out of my league. Makeup, nail polish, boys, family irritation — those are basically my areas of expertise. But the way I see it, something out there made the decision for you. For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing. And it didn’t harm anything major.”


    “But it could.”


    “Look, we need time to let this settle.” Amy was really getting into her stride now, saying the smart things that Nicole would have uttered. “You need to calm down, see Ethan and then we’ll head to the lake.”


    “I can’t go.”


    “What?”


    “I can’t. What if something else happens? What if someone gets hurt and I kill something else.”


    “What are you gonna do? Lock yourself up in your room all day and night?”


    “Maybe!” Nicole retorted, though she knew that would be ridiculous.


    “You promised your mom — plus Ethan is expecting you!”


    “Me go into a building full of sick people? Are you insane?”


    Nicole eyed Amy, who had the good sense to keep quiet. After a moment, the pretty brunette became aware of herself, her exaggerated posture and spotted who was quite plainly looking the more insane out of the two right now.


    She settled back in her seat and relaxed.


    “We can talk about Lake Fairfax afterwards, but you, lady, are putting on some decent clothes and we are going to the hospital.” Amy stood up and stuck out her hand.


    Nicole stared at Amy. Her friend meant business. “Think about it: Given what we know about you saving people, it actually makes sense that a hospital is your safest bet right now. But just in case, keep your mind focused so we don’t end up killing anybody.”


    “Amy!”


    “Come on, you know I’m just kidding …” Amy tried to draw a smile out of Nicole.


    “Are you coming with me?”


    “Of course I’ll come. If you promise to calm down,” Amy said.


    Nicole wiped her eyes. “I gotta find a book for Ethan, then we’ll go.”


    “Deal. And remember: On the evidence we have, you’re completely safe for humans. You’re just bad news for zoos and aquariums.”


    

  


  
    Hairball and Freckles


    Nicole’s best efforts to keep her head down and avoid attention were thwarted the minute she walked into Evergreen Hospital’s pediatric lobby. The nurse on duty had been waiting for her to show up and immediately cornered her, requesting a photo with the famous SuperNix on her smartphone for her youngest.


    An ER doctor and one of her mom’s colleagues insisted on stopping and shaking Nicole’s hand, remarking that she was clearly as bright and modest as her mom. Nicole could feel all eyes on her as people passing by remarked to each other that this was that girl on the news.


    She was grateful that Amy had talked her into a quick makeover beforehand and wondered how many Facebook photos she’d be tagged in by the time this visit was over. All the while she was congratulated, admired and generally the focal point of the room, Nicole became painfully aware of Amy hanging around like a fifth wheel. Thankfully, just then, Nicole’s mom breezed in, strode up to the whiteboard, rubbed off the name of a patient she’d just attended to, and had a quick word with the receptionist. Nicole didn’t catch all of it but almost certainly heard the words ”monopolizing” and “daughter.” Her mom then announced to anyone in earshot that Nicole had an important appointment to keep and thanked them all for their understanding.


    Nicole was relieved when the receptionist said she and Amy could go to Ethan’s room, and they followed the green-clad nurse in nervous silence.


    The children’s ward was brightly colored and decorated with paintings and photos. It also had an unmistakable hospital odor. Cheerful pop music was heard from somewhere farther off, and Nicole could see children playing, albeit with a marked lack of the exuberant energy she would normally expect from their age group.


    The staff moved about here purposefully but with an air of humor and good spirit, some greeting Nicole as if they knew her. This really was a taste of fame, and Nicole felt odd to be regarded as familiar to complete strangers.


    Despite herself, Nicole couldn’t help peering in on the children in their individual rooms. Names of those suffering various ailments and illnesses flashed past her. Some were connected to drips, heart monitors, tubes and dialysis machines. Parents were often found slumped in chairs, having spent the night up keeping their child company. One mother was curled up on her little girl’s bed, nestled at her feet, both sleeping at last.


    Nicole knew stopping to visit all of these patients would be too risky, even if her presence might brighten their day. She just didn’t understand her power enough yet, and she was afraid of the damage she could inflict if she accidentally saved one of these children. It was crazy even to consider that she possessed the power to save them. With no animal life around to act as a substitute, would it be like trading the life of one child for another? Who or what would have to suffer for the sacrifice?


    She shuddered at the thought and, feeling Amy’s hand on her arm, realized her best friend was concerned about her.


    “Keep focused, Nix.”


    Nicole nodded and tore her attention from the rooms to concentrate instead on the brightly painted footprints on the linoleum ahead of her.


    At last they arrived. Ethan, a skinny, pale, 8-year-old boy, was sitting up in bed. A feeding tube ran from his nose to an IV drip, and he had wires and cords poking out of his wrist. His hair was freshly washed and brushed, and his father was reading from a book. The words of the story were duly ignored, however, when Ethan looked up, saw his heroine and beamed.


    “Hey, little man, look who’s here,” Ethan’s dad said, excitedly standing up to shake both Nicole’s and Amy’s hands. “Thanks for coming. I’m Tim Geller, Ethan’s dad.” He paused for a moment to catch a breath as emotions washed over him. “You’re all he can talk about.”


    Nicole blushed and sat down next to the little boy. “Hi, Ethan. I’m Nicole.”


    “Hi,” he replied, a little shy and star-struck.


    Ethan’s dad got up and started to move toward the door. “You guys want some soda? Cuz I think I’ll leave you for a bit. That OK?”


    Ethan grinned. It was evidently more than OK with him. Nicole had her reservations, but Amy glanced her way with a determined little shake of the head. She would make sure it was OK.


    After his dad had left the room, Ethan leaned forward as if he were about to reveal the world’s greatest secret.


    “I know who you really are! You’re SuperNix.”


    The nickname stirred up a sense of nausea in Nicole, but she pushed it aside. It clearly meant the world to this boy that she was sitting next to him, and she was going to do everything in her power to play the part for him.


    Amy interjected. “Right, right — she’s SuperNix. But …” Amy brought her voice down to a dramatic whisper, “let’s keep it between us, OK?”


    “So, who are you, then?” Ethan looked at Amy, vaguely unimpressed. It wasn’t meant to be an insult, but it underlined much of the torment Amy had experienced that morning. Used to being the center of attention, this whole day had worked out oddly for her — first calming down an upset Nicole (unheard of!), and now being the sidekick to her shy best friend.


    “It’s kind of obvious, right? I know you’re ill, kid, but you can do better than that.”


    Ethan gasped. Amy’s blunt talk could render most people slack-jawed, and she was surprising even herself today.


    “You’re the sidekick!”


    “Bingo!” Amy threw her hands up in the air.


    “Hey, and you know you have an important job we need you to do today, Ethan,” Nicole chimed in. “Amy needs a sidekick name.”


    “You don’t already have one?” Ethan seemed disappointed, as though his reservations about Amy were now confirmed.


    “Well, an unofficial one. But I bet you got some good ideas.”


    Ethan thought about it.


    “All right … what about … Hairball!”


    Nicole burst into giggles and Amy gave a mock gasp.


    “SuperNix and Hairball? Are you crazy? That’s not heroic. Try again.” Amy sat back, arms folded, wrinkling her nose up at Ethan.


    “It is descriptive,” offered Nicole.


    “You’re lucky you’re not my sidekick, Freckles,” Amy fired back. “Come on, Ethan. Next name.”


    “Ummm …” Ethan made a thinking noise. His eyes twinkled mischievously, and Nicole was touched to see a little color returning to his cheeks. Her mom had been so right about this visit making a difference.


    “I have a suggestion,” Nicole said after seeing Ethan struggling.


    “OK, SuperNix. Shoot.” Ethan turned to Nicole, all ears.


    “Well, think of the other sidekicks out there. What kind of names do they have?”


    “Ummm … Robin?”


    “Oh, a bird name. Yay!” Amy said happily. “It could be SuperNix and … The Swan!” Amy’s arms traced the names out in imaginary movie theater lights.


    “It doesn’t suit you,” Ethan said, matter-of-factly.


    Nicole stifled a laugh. “OK, so there’s Batgirl … Catwoman …”


    “Frizzgirl!” Ethan announced. Nicole thought she might collapse in hysterics.


    “Will you cut it out with the hair references, already? I know it’s big. Humidity, people!” Amy yelled, a tiny tinge of irritation seeping in.


    “OK, OK. Seriously now,” Nicole said, wiping a tear from her eye. “We need a name for someone dynamic, loyal, brilliant, smart and daring.”


    Amy folded her hands and waited for Ethan’s verdict.


    “I got it.”


    “Great!” Nicole chimed in.


    “Is it gonna make me cry?” Amy joked.


    Ethan shook his head. “Awesome Amy.”


    Brilliant.


    Amy grinned and flung her hands in the air. “I love it!”


    “Me too! SuperNix and Awesome Amy!” Nicole reiterated.


    Ethan laughed along for a few moments. Then, like a cloud coming over him, he attempted to stifle a cough. All of a sudden, the color seemed to drain from his cheeks, and his racking cough intensified. Nicole shot a look at Amy, who also seemed worried. Ethan had gotten over-excited and tired out by all of the laughter, and he needed to settle down.


    Nicole poured him a glass of juice and handed it across.


    “SuperNix says drink this.”


    “No, I don’t think your powers work like that,” Ethan retorted. He drank the juice anyway.


    Nicole produced Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, her favorite book from when she was Ethan’s age. “Hey, I brought you something. Have you read this?” Ethan slowly examined the book. It was evident from the magazines and hand-held computer games around him that he wasn’t a bookish kid, but Nicole could have offered him the telephone book and he would have been just as enthralled by it.


    “Would you like me to read you some?”


    “Sure.” Ethan said. “But …”


    Nicole closed the book before even reading the first word. “Are you feeling too tired?”


    “No. But … could you tell me about the wildfire?”


    Ethan looked up at them both, expectantly.


    Nicole and Amy exchanged looks, and without a second’s more thought, Amy set the scene for Ethan in the most dramatic and suspenseful way she could muster.


    The next ten minutes were spent with Ethan sitting up straight in rapt attention listening to Amy and Nicole take turns describing their heroic feats. It was SuperNix and Awesome Amy, with little mention of superhealing or Nicole’s actual gifts.


    Ethan soaked in every word as if he were listening to a real-life superhero telling tales of brave rescues and great dangers. “What are you girls going to do next?” he asked when they’d finished.


    Once again, Nicole and Amy looked at each other. And before Nicole could respond, Amy answered with her usual dramatic flair. “Something even more amazing and unexpected!”


    Half an hour later, as Nicole and Amy left Ethan’s hospital room, his mom was tucking the exhausted but happy boy back into bed for a well-earned rest. Both Nicole and Amy had been incredibly moved by the courage of the spirited Ethan.


    Ethan’s dad hadn’t noticed them emerging from his son’s room as he sat slumped on one of the plastic chairs outside, resting his elbows on his knees. It looked like a classical thinking posture, and the man was evidently having many troubled thoughts, as his face was all knotted up with tension.


    Nicole hadn’t been sure whether to interrupt him.


    “Mr. Geller?”


    This disturbed the troubled dad’s private thoughts. He stood up, embarrassed that he was caught in his morose state, having been so used to putting on a brave face. However, one look at the faces of the two teenage girls told him they were perfectly able to comprehend the tragedy of his son’s illness. He didn’t need to pretend with them.


    His expression fell back to normal, and he regarded them warmly.


    “Thanks again for coming. SuperNix really made his day.”


    “Ethan’s really great.”


    “Yeah.” Mr. Geller rubbed the back of his neck, surely aching from the long nights spent on hospital chairs. “It’s been a tough week for us. Know any real superheroes you could send my way?”


    Nicole blushed and looked away. She couldn’t look at Amy either. Mr. Geller took this as natural modesty. The truth was far more complex than that.

  


  
    Agreeing to Disagree


    Nicole closed her eyes as the cooling breeze hit her face through the open passenger window. Amy pulled her car out onto Beltway and into the flow of the weekend traffic.


    Amy had been very quiet after the visit and hadn’t put any music on when they’d got in her car at the hospital parking lot. There didn’t seem to be any words for what they’d just experienced so the drive had been silent.


    Nicole thought about it all now as the countless cars whizzed past her passenger window; how she and Amy had left the children’s ward and headed out through the main wards. All the time she had been careful to avert her gaze from all the sick people she passed. The truth was, she could have saved any one of those patients, just as she’d saved Elise. She promised herself something then, though, and she was going to stick to it.


    Not anyone. Not anything.


    Amy appeared lost in her own thoughts and was looking uncharacteristically pale and drawn as she drove, seemingly having to focus all of her attention on the road ahead.


    She looked at Nicole. “Are you OK?”


    Nicole nodded. “You?”


    Amy shrugged. That was it for the rest of the journey.


    As Amy pulled up alongside Nicole’s driveway, both took in the arid devastation that was Mrs. Truman’s front yard.


    Two or three of Nicole’s other neighbors were now gathering around the property, no doubt remarking on the terrible and mysterious overnight transformation. It was a testament to Mrs. Truman’s miserly reputation that the only surprise seemed to be that this kind of incident hadn’t happened before. Nevertheless, the whole scene made Nicole want to scoot down in her seat and become invisible forever.


    “They wouldn’t believe you even if you fessed up,” Amy said, as if reading Nicole’s mind.


    Nicole knew she was right.


    “So, what’s the call on the lake?”


    Nicole felt torn. All week she’d been looking forward to getting away with Amy, but this new turn of events had meant that Lake Fairfax would in no way be the haven of relaxation she had intended. She knew she would spend all of her time there worrying about something triggering her powers. Keeping true to her promise, she needed to work on not reviving or killing things for the time being, and she said as much to Amy.


    Her best friend didn’t seem to take the news particularly well, though, and Amy gave her muted hum, which confused Nicole.


    “You’re mad at me?”


    “No,” Amy sighed, but she wasn’t convincing and Nicole’s expression showed that she didn’t believe her. “All I know is, the things you can do — it’s the stuff you see in movies. You can save lives, Nix, and you just want to forget about it cuz you want to be normal?”


    Nicole felt the pressure on her. “But I don’t know what else I might kill.”


    Amy turned in her seat and gazed at her friend.


    “Maybe. But the worst thing about it is that you’re not even going to try,” Amy said. “You just promised yourself you’d never do it again! It seems to me that all you’re interested in is getting back to your room and sticking your head in the sand. What a waste of a gift!”


    Nicole knew Amy had a point, but for the life of her, she just didn’t know what else she could do. She felt a rasp of annoyance at her friend for being so critical when she could have no idea what it felt like to be in her position.


    “Maybe you’re just annoyed because I’m getting all the attention for once.”


    There. It was out there and she had said it. Nicole folded her arms and stared at the road in front of her, where she could see her neighbors taking photographs of the plant damage. One was on a cell phone, most likely talking to the police.


    “Maybe.”


    Silence reigned in the car.


    Nicole didn’t want the day to end like this, but it seemed inevitable when Amy spoke again.


    “If we’re not going to the lake, do you mind if I get home? I’m beat.”


    “Sure. Or you could hang out here? We have beds.”


    “Well, Drake said he’d come out and see us at the lake, so …”


    “Drake. Of course.”


    A little sigh escaped Nicole, but Amy didn’t call her on it. Amy seemed intent on spending the rest of the day with Drake, and Nicole wasn’t going to argue this time. There probably wasn’t anything more to say right now, and they’d have to agree to disagree.


    Thanking Amy for her support and giving her a quick hug, Nicole headed up her driveway for a more restful end to her weekend.


    It was to be a big break after another dramatic few hours, and though she wished her best friend could still be by her side, her mom would be home a little later on that evening. Nicole would put some pizza on the table and choose a movie for them to watch together. That would be a nice surprise for her.


    Whatever Amy thought, Nicole couldn’t risk endangering others, and for that reason, she had made that promise and would stick to it. From now on, she would use all of her energy to return to being a normal, shy schoolgirl if it was the last thing she did.


    The adventures of SuperNix would end now.


    


    

  


  
    That’s a Federal Crime


    The driveway gravel crunched as it compacted under Agent Carter’s polished shoes. He exchanged a determined look with Bishop, and they marched past a parked car, stopping at the porch of the picket-fenced property, the blue glow of dawn illuminating their every move.


    Twenty P.R.E.S.S. special ops agents now surrounded the unassuming two-story house in Arlington. The elite group had stealthily moved in during the first three minutes of “Operation Microwave,” and they were now in position and ready, waiting for the special agents’ signal.


    Carter paused a moment before hammering on the red front door. The past 24 hours had provided the kind of frenetic activity that he thrived on. A breakthrough at DARPA had come as an enormous relief after their investigation looked as though it were going nowhere.


    Following up Bishop’s hunch about the weapons development there, the agents had paid a visit to the labs at the heavily guarded scientific facility. Their classified ranking had enabled them to interview the top scientist, Dr. Kate Houseman. She had taken them step by step through the crowd control weapon and its application. It would shoot a radioactive microwave beam at any hostile or unwanted presence. Until the target moved out of the beam’s path, the person would feel a fiery burning sensation in their skin. They would, effectively, be microwaved. Although originally designed for nonlethal defense, the weapon could result in fatalities if adjusted to a higher power setting.


    This all seemed to match up to the forensic pathology of the animals from the wildfire and Flour Mill Run, and Carter had wanted to know whether the ray could be portable, to which he had received a negative response. However, it seemed to the agents that the events were too much of a coincidence, both geographically and scientifically. Bishop had also noted the scientist’s overzealous rejection of the idea.


    And something else had felt awry about the interview, and as the agents left, neither felt satisfied by the lead scientist’s take on the weapon, and she also seemed to be hiding something. That was confirmed later that day, when P.R.E.S.S. secretly intercepted the contents of Dr. Houseman’s email correspondence.


    Another scientist, referred to in the emails as “T.S.”, had repeatedly failed to turn up to work, and his colleagues had been worried — too worried, in fact — to let the FBI in on this. The missing scientist was a first-generation American. His family resided in a Middle Eastern country that was on Homeland Security’s watch list. Tarun “Terry” Srinivasta had recently been marked on Homeland’s watch list with DARPA for another indiscretion for some anti-war demonstrations at a university. He’d also been reported missing from work around the time of the wildfire and the Flour Mill Run fish kill.


    Evidently, Houseman and her superiors had wanted to keep the absent scientist under wraps and deal with him themselves. T.S. had been put on probation, and there was every indication that DARPA was about to let him go. Bishop had understood that it was probably in case the program’s security had been compromised, however, if there was one thing he knew rattled Carter more than anything, it was when organizations covered the tracks of their own.


    Bishop watched as Carter read the emails over again, and he could sense that his partner’s next step was going to be massive. Carter had an unquestionable loyalty to his country — but he could be loyal to a fault. Even so, Carter was someone you’d want on your side. Bishop knew that. And he knew not to kiss up to Carter — he hated that, thought it was a sign of weakness. Bishop often wondered whether Carter’s dislike of this kind of conspiracy dated back to cliques in school. Perhaps he was usually picked last for sports? Regardless, Bishop was right to suspect Carter would strike back with force.


    With the Senate’s pressure increasing and the agents needing results, Carter hadn’t been willing to wait. Wielding the Patriot Act enabled them to have their questions answered, and fast.


    One call to Homeland Security had sealed the deal, and two hours later, in the early hours of Tuesday morning, the convoy — which included the agents’ Suburban plus two unmarked special ops vehicles — had moved into the cozy Arlington neighborhood.


    Which is where the agents now found themselves, on the cusp of what they suspected would be a crucial weapons seizure. After a longer pause, Carter knocked again. Silence followed, punctuated by the breaths of the agents and the low crunch of leaves as soldiers spread around the property.


    No answer.


    Carter cleared his throat and hammered on the door. He waited. Then he gave the signal.


    Immediately, the black-clad P.R.E.S.S. teams sprang into action. Those covering the rear of the property struck first, and Carter and Bishop stood back to allow the soldiers in front to strike down the front door.


    With a single hard punch of their door-breaching ram, the red door splintered noisily in two and landed hard on the hallway floor of the house.


    The operatives went in first, weapons readied. The soldiers cleared each room in near complete darkness thanks to their night vision goggles. All that was visible to the unaided eye was the occasional sweep of red lasers in a visual symphony of organized chaos.


    “Foyer clear.”


    “Living room … clear.”


    “Dining room … clear.”


    The sound of broken glass could be heard as windows were smashed and contents upended. The special ops soldiers had been briefed to be on the lookout for anything that might resemble non-consumer electronic equipment, and it sounded as though they’d found something.


    Then a cry rang out from inside the home, and the agents could hear the desperate protests of the scientist.


    The special agents’ earpieces buzzed to life.


    “Suspect apprehended and area secured.”


    It was time for the agents to make their presence known.


    Bishop indicated for Carter to go first, and Carter stepped onto the broken door and inside the house.


    It was dark, and a pungent smell of exotic spices seemed to infuse the rooms as the agents passed through. These houses were built for their airiness, yet in this semidarkness, this house seemed the total opposite. The house was a mess; clothes were strewn everywhere, and the kitchen, located off the large living space, was filled with many unwashed glasses and used napkins and tissues.


    Bishop thought he detected a faint whiff of something chemical mixed with the spices. It was almost sweet, with a hint of menthol. He raised a handkerchief to his nose, even though the operatives hadn’t detected any poison or toxins.


    “Sir.” The operation commander appeared upstairs next to a set of stairs leading into the attic. “You might want to see this.”


    The wooden steps creaked as the agents ascended. Up in the attic, a bare fluorescent tube lit the whole room, giving it an eerie glow.


    A full-scale laboratory came into view. In the corner of the poorly ventilated room, a workbench was littered with implements and gadgets. Nearby, a dirty cloth concealed an object with a circular shape. Beyond the object was a window. Agent Bishop consulted his digital compass, which showed that the window faced west — the direction of the town of Reston.


    Bishop looked at Carter, who seemed excited by this turn of events. Carter hurried over and dragged off the cloth to reveal some sort of receiver dish with a complicated-looking gadget attached to it.


    Bishop drew in a sharp breath.


    Was this it?


    At that same moment, a clattering of footsteps came from the steps below, and the scientist was practically pushed into the attic by a special ops soldier. After his body had cleared the attic opening, another soldier dragged him forward and threw him to his knees in front of Carter.


    With the soldier’s gun aimed squarely at him, Dr. Srinivasta stared around him wildly, and without being asked, he raised his hands to his head. He was shaking and had evidently lost his ability to talk.


    Carter stood over the scientist, a messy-haired man in his late 20s still sporting some remnants of acne. He regarded him pitilessly.


    The scientist tried to stifle a racking cough. His nose and eyes were bloodshot and streaming with tears. He looked terrible.


    “Dr. Srinivasta?”


    “Y-yes, sir?”


    “Do anything stupid and your hands will be the first parts of you I shoot.”


    The scientist nodded.


    “Do you know what this country does with terrorists like you?”


    Dr. Srinivasta’s expression clouded.


    “Terrorists? No, I’m not …”


    Agent Carter spoke loudly and deliberately into the scientist’s ear: “WHAT IS THIS?” He pointed to the odd-looking gadget on the workbench.


    “It’s nothing. It’s just a project I’ve been working on. It’s a …”


    The doctor was speaking nervously and with a moderate accent, which confused Agent Carter.


    “I can’t understand you. Speak clearly!”


    “It’s a … here, let me just show you.” The doctor timidly gestured that he’d like to demonstrate something. He moved slowly, keeping his hands in full view, as he understood there were multiple weapons trained at his head.


    “Slowly, doctor,” Carter said. “I don’t feel like cleaning up a big mess. Remember, one wrong move …”


    As the beleaguered scientist crawled over to the gadget, Bishop got a whiff of the smell from earlier and suddenly recognized it. Then several things clicked into place at once, and he realized where all of this was about to lead. He also knew it was too late to stop the scientist or warn Carter, so he braced himself.


    With shaking hands, Dr. Srinivasta reached across to the cupboard next to the large dish and flicked a button.


    Suddenly the deafening sound of white noise filled the room, causing the agents to jump. A TV screen had come to life, but was only showing static. The scientist turned back, acknowledging the presence of Carter’s gun. He wasn’t about to do anything unwise.


    Then, with a press of a button on a small black plastic box, Dr. Srinivasta pointed back to the static-filled television in the corner. All of a sudden, the unmistakable sound of a vigorous Bhangra beat and the vivid colors of a Bollywood soap opera filled the dark room.


    Agent Carter turned pale and looked like he had just seen a ghost.


    Bishop wanted the floor to open up and swallow them both.


    If it looks like a satellite dish and sounds like a satellite dish … Oh crap, it’s a homebrew satellite box to receive Indian television broadcasts for free.


    The scientist hung his head in shame.


    “I know I shouldn’t have built it. But I couldn’t get these shows online, and my cable company doesn’t offer my wife’s favorite shows. It took so little time for me to build. My wife, she … she misses her shows. Please don’t arrest me.”


    If the situation weren’t so humiliating, Bishop would have burst into gales of laughter.


    Neither he nor the special ops commander could meet Carter’s eyes.


    Despite no order to stand down, the special ops soldiers withdrew their weapons, suppressing their amusement. Bishop could have sworn he saw one of them jokingly moving his hips to the infectious Bhangra beat.


    Dr. Srinivasta looked up at Carter. “Please, sir. Don’t arrest me.” The doctor began coughing loudly for a few moments before continuing, “I am no terrorist.”


    Bishop thought he looked a bit sick.


    “All right,” Carter growled.


    Carter lowered his gun and, almost slumping to the floor in relief, Dr. Srinivasta coughed again.


    “Excuse me. May I?” he asked as he produced cherry cough drops from his pocket, releasing the familiar scent Bishop had detected earlier.


    Sweet cherry and menthol …


    “I’ve had terrible flu for a while now. It kept on coming back,” he said as he sucked on the sweet lozenge.


    With that, Carter went over to the receiver and turned off the vibrant and romantic Bollywood dance sequence. Silence was restored to the attic, but it increased the feeling of awkwardness and discomfort of the agents. Carter, battling a variety of conflicting emotions, pressed his earpiece.


    “All units stand down. Operation Microwave is over. Repeat, Microwave is over. All units head back to base.” He then turned to Bishop. “I’ll see you in the car.” Agent Carter headed back down the flight of stairs and presumably, Bishop thought, went to go scream in their Suburban.


    Bishop extended an arm to the shaken scientist to help him to his feet. It was just as well that they could prosecute him for the federal offense of satellite signal theft. Doing so would help with the paperwork back at HQ, although the report they’d file would certainly garner some interest and criticism. Bishop was pretty sure there wasn’t anybody who’d want to sign their names to a report that rationalized why twenty agents were needed to apprehend a single man and his homemade satellite box. Naturally, Bishop would see to it that Dr. Srinivasta was exonerated of all charges in exchange for his silence, and he would personally ensure that his job at DARPA was safe.


    What made their quiet exit from the home even remotely possible was the scientist’s cultural misperception that this must be how illegal satellite raids were conducted in the United States. Although it all seemed very Hollywood, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, Bishop figured. The agents were happy to leave without a trace, and the scientist was more than happy to agree to anything that kept him out of jail.


    As the special ops soldiers filed out, Bishop creaked back down the stairs and shuddered at the thought of what had just happened.


    It was times like these that he worried about Carter’s lack of humanity.


    Just what would Carter have done if Dr. Srinivasta were the real culprit? Heaven help that person.

  


  
    Stop, Stop, Stop, Stop, Stop!


    Nicole sat absentmindedly chewing her tortilla wrap. It was lunchtime in the Oak Wood High cafeteria, and the students’ conversations were buzzing all around her. Still, she hardly noticed, and the noise became a kind of low hum while Reilly sat opposite, regaling her with news from the party she’d missed on Saturday.


    In the far corner, Drake joined his friends, and the raucous laughter quickly began. Reilly glanced across at them and then asked the inevitable questions about Amy and Drake and what had been happening.


    Truth was, Nicole hadn’t seen much of Amy since last Saturday, as her best friend was sick with possible food poisoning. Or that was as much as she knew, for Amy had been particularly short and unusually sparse in her texts and emails. The friend-finder app on Nicole’s smartphone that Amy had insisted she install had placed Amy at her own house all week. But that could have just meant that she left her phone at home.


    Staring across the cafeteria, Nicole wondered whether Drake knew more, or if Amy was also keeping him at arm’s length. By the sound of things, she may not want Drake to see her in the state she was in. It proved a painful reminder for Nicole that at the time when she most needed Amy, her friend was drifting away.


    It had been a tough week at school, and although the fuss over the news report was now easing up, for some reason Nicole couldn’t seem to avoid references to choices and death wherever she turned.


    Her English class had been studying an excerpt from Hamlet that morning, all about what it meant for Hamlet to be asked by his father to commit murderous revenge even though he couldn’t bear to. As the teacher read Hamlet’s “thoughts be bloody” speech, Nicole’s mind turned to her own dilemma. Amy’s words still bothered her, and after much soul-searching over the weekend, she knew in her heart that her promise wasn’t about being normal again — it was about not knowingly hurting another being.


    Hers seemed to be the opposite of the Shakespearian character’s plight, and if she had to go on bended knee and monologue at a skull, she’d be emphasizing how noble it was to do nothing.


    Elsewhere, Nicole had questioned herself as, time and time again, people’s tragedies presented themselves. A friend in math had been understandably upset after his grandmother collapsed from a stroke over the weekend. Another classmate was distraught after her cat had to be put down when it had run into the path of a moving car. Both were dealing with difficult feelings of fear and grief. Nicole knew full well that her gift gave her the power to turn around each of the tragedies. But that was the simple version, and it didn’t take into account the side effect of any such action.


    To save them, something else would have to die.


    It was like that terrible old quandary that friends sometimes wheeled out at parties. Who would you save if you could only choose one: your mom or your dad? This person or that? And Nicole would be forced to confront some uncomfortable truths about her own preferences and would usually attempt to change the subject as soon as possible.


    Was she kidding herself?


    Nightmares had been arriving thick and fast all week. Once she had dreamed she was back in the burning forest again with Amy and carrying Elise. But this time, as she ran, Amy grew weaker and weaker until she stopped, sank to the ground and withered like Mrs. Truman’s flowers. Then Elise had jumped out of her arms and run off with Charlie, leaving Nicole weeping as she cradled an ashen Amy in her arms.


    Nicole had expected to wake up crying, but instead had sat up dry-eyed and upright in her bed, her pounding heartbeat the only evidence of the nightmare. It had taken her another hour to get back to sleep that night.


    Nicole’s mom had been noticing her daughter’s tiredness, particularly the dark rings under her eyes. Nicole thought about telling her, but then decided it would be too much of a worry. Her mom had enough to contend with, and so long as she kept to her promise, there would be no more problems.


    Of this, she was certain.


    “Hey, I’ll see you later, OK?” Reilly’s chirpy farewell surprised Nicole, who had inadvertently zoned out on the gossip. As Nicole pushed back her chair and carried her half-finished lunch to the clearing area, she immediately regretted not surveying the area.


    She had been careful all week to avoid a certain person, but one slip of attention had left her exposed.


    Sure enough, within moments, Ben Owens had stopped next to her. He looked flushed, like he’d been psyching himself up to say something for half an hour, which actually wasn’t an exaggeration.


    “Hey, Nicole.”


    “Hey.” Nicole flashed a quick, polite smile and hoped that would be the end of it.


    “I need to talk to you.”


    “I got that,” she responded quickly. “Now’s not really a good time.”


    “There’s twenty minutes left.”


    He was gutsy, she had to give him that. He stared at her expectantly. Then the line in front of her moved, and she headed to the stack, moving briskly away from Ben. Nicole used this time to think quickly about how she might fend off his questions.


    Ben didn’t have any actual proof yet, and anything he’d collected was simply circumstantial evidence. There was nothing new in the emails; she just hadn’t sent him a reply. That’s all. Perhaps that was what he wanted?


    Dumping her tray on the side of the trash can, Nicole turned to find the boy still waiting for her.


    “Please. It’s important,” Ben implored.


    Nicole gave in and indicated for them to go outside. She knew people would be watching this. Although she had done little to incur the envy of, say, the cheer squad, she was still of vague interest to the bored sections of the cafeteria.


    Heading out into the chilly fall air, Nicole wrapped her scarf tighter around her neck. The trees were turning now, and Oak Wood High was surrounded by intense strokes of oranges and reds.


    “So?” Nicole said as she pretended to be uncomfortably cold and rubbed her hands together on the pleasant fall day. This was the kind of trick Amy would pull, and it was usually effective.


    Ben stared at her, unimpressed.


    “Seriously, Ben, I have, like, ten minutes. What do you want to say?”


    Ben closed in. His expression was dead serious. “I know, Nicole.”


    Nicole felt a choky feeling in her throat but managed to hold her nerve.


    “What do you know, exactly? If it’s these conspiracy theories you’ve been sending me, then you can just stop.”


    “I’ve found the link. It happened last night. I’ve been researching for weeks. It all has to do with the Fountain of Youth.”


    Nicole snorted with laugher, which was partly from relief. Whatever she’d feared about Ben’s research was unfounded. He was way off.


    “No, seriously. I found it online. I’d send it to you, but I wanted to talk first.”


    “Ben, whatever happened was a mad coincidence.”


    “I know you’ve been opening my emails. I just found out about this Professor Barnard at Yale. He’s pretty old by now, but he looked into a medieval prophecy a while back.”


    “So why haven’t I heard of him before?”


    “His ideas were … well, he got into some trouble with his university.”


    “So he was a nut job?”


    “Not exactly. Some of his ideas were brilliant.”


    “And?” Nicole knew she was being mean, but she was so tired of all of this and what it had done to her.


    “Well, I was thinking you could come over, or I could come to your place, and we could watch his lecture?”


    “Ben, stop it, please.”


    “I think it’s important for you!”


    “Stop, stop, stop, stop, stop!” That silenced him. Nicole had never seen him look so surprised. “I don’t want to know where it comes from. I don’t need to know its historical significance or what it could mean for the world. It’s not going to happen again, do you understand?”


    Ben’s eyes lit up.


    Nicole could have kicked herself. She had basically just admitted it.


    “Don’t look at me like that. Don’t look at me any way at all. In fact, don’t even speak to me again, Ben. I don’t want any of your emails, OK? I wish I’d never rescued Elise! I am not a hero. I wish things could just get back to normal. And they will. If you and everyone else who just wants to see a freak show would leave me alone!”


    Nicole’s eyes started to get moist with tears as she pushed past a stunned Ben and headed for the restroom.


    Ben was left standing alone as the bell rang. He should’ve been filled with amazing thoughts of discovering something of historical proportions, or feeling wonder at all of the things Nicole could possibly do. They were basically miracles! And yet he was left with an empty feeling in his stomach, because the one person he cared about didn’t care for him.

  


  
    That Sorta Sucks


    Rain pelted down on the roof of the sunroom,
 and Nicole tried for the fourth time to concentrate on her novel. The sunroom had been added onto their home, and its long glass panels were ideal for sitting, reading and generally relaxing. Nicole was very far away from that state of mind.


    She reread the same sentence again and, frustrated that her attention seemed still to be wandering all over the page, she slammed the book shut.


    Across at Mrs. Truman’s house, the diggers that had been brought in to landscape her front yard were parked uselessly out front, their progress stalled by the incessant rain. The cleanup had taken a week following the police investigation there after Mrs. Truman had demanded the whole area was fingerprinted, vowing vengeance against the culprit. Nicole felt extremely lucky that there were no hidden cameras around to identify her, even though her guilt would be impossible to prove. After all, a camera would only show her and Amy watching the garden turn to sticks and twigs and then laughing about it.


    She had Skyped her dad as usual that morning, though there were only a couple of letters for him to look at and she’d used all her energy trying to appear upbeat. So when her mom quietly eased into the room and curled up on the large old couch, tucking her legs under her in her usual way, Nicole thought it was only fair to do the same with her.


    She gave a cheery wave and picked up her book again, hoping to look carefree.


    Her mom sipped her coffee and then, as if choosing her words wisely, set down the cup.


    “No Amy this weekend?”


    Nicole shook her head.


    “Did you hear from her?”


    “She’s still tired from the food thing.” Nicole picked up her phone and scrolled to the friend-finder app. It was still showing that the Amy-shaped dot on her phone’s screen wasn’t moving and Amy was still at her own house.


    “I figure she’s still annoyed about my stealing her limelight,” Nicole added, somewhat ungenerously. She caught her reflection in the windowpane and noticed her lower lip was jutting out a little. “I’m being mean, I guess.”


    Her mom shrugged. “Maybe it’s nothing to do with you.”


    Nicole glanced at her pointedly.


    “There are lives other than ours. Sometimes it’s easy to forget that,” her mom added.


    Nicole sighed. Perhaps it was easier for her mom to remember about other people’s lives because she worked with them all day long. Nicole’s week had seen her moving into further isolation, and this was really getting her down.


    Her mom finished her coffee. “You gonna mope about all day?”


    “Maybe.”


    “If you do, could you mope about with the vacuum cleaner?”


    “Sure,” Nicole shrugged.


    This would ordinarily be the time for Nicole to be left on her own in the den again, but her mom seemed to be battling with something. One or the other side of her won, and her expression turned serious. “What’s happening?”


    Nicole weighed up her answer. “It’s just a thing at the moment.”


    “Is it something I can help with?”


    “No,” Nicole said with certainty.


    “OK. I’ve got work in an hour, but I’ll be back this evening.”


    “OK.” Thinking of the hospital, it occurred to Nicole that she hadn’t thought about Ethan for a while. “How’s Ethan doing?”


    Something about her mom’s expression told her the situation was serious.


    “Not good. I wasn’t sure whether to tell you.”


    “Oh no.” Nicole felt the sudden knowledge about Ethan’s fate well up inside her. Her mom reached out and took her hand.


    “I’m not sure he’s going to last the weekend. I’m sorry.”


    Nicole felt such sadness as she was bombarded with images of Ethan — how he creased up into giggles, the way he’d mercilessly tormented “Awesome Amy,” and how much he loved their tales of adventure about the wildfire. She could hardly believe that this little boy would not be long for this world.


    “That sorta sucks,” she said simply.


    “I know.”


    Mother and daughter sat like that for a few moments, holding hands, the rain still hitting the roof and the water now cascading down the long panes, blurring the green of the backyard.


    Nicole was first to break the almost meditative silence.


    “How do you cope when that happens?”


    Usually her mom would ask for clarification or try to dodge these kinds of questions, but her daughter deserved a proper response this time. She stretched in her seat and thought about an answer.


    “It’s hard at first. You know, when I started in the Pediatric ER, I wasn’t sure if I could stay. All these kids were so sick, and some didn’t even get a chance. Then my colleagues helped out, and you learn to leave a little part of your heart behind before you get to work each day. Not that it changes how I am with the kids. Some days it’s harder than others. You do your best, but it’s still not enough and you have to live with that. Then when you came along. Phew …” Nicole’s mom exhaled. “Then I had some trouble! I kept thinking about you in their place, and seeing those kids’ parents — that was hard.”


    Nicole listened, as rapt as Ethan had been at her SuperNix story. She had rarely heard her mom talk this way.


    “So, I do my day, I get home, I see my family. Sometimes things just happen. And I just need the courage to accept things I can’t change.”


    “But you’re a doctor.”


    “I’ll do everything in my power and I’ll always do what I think is right. But sometimes it’s just not enough. History shows we don’t know everything there is to know in the world. My field especially. Some of the things doctors used to believe about medicine and health would turn your stomach. Frequently we later learn it was all wrong. That’s how it is.”


    Nicole considered all that she had heard.


    “Can I see Ethan today?”


    “Sure. I’ll take you in.”


    Nicole’s mom patted her leg and left.


    Nicole’s long, dark week of soul-searching was changing her, and she wasn’t sure what into. All she knew was that her current strategy of denial was failing on nearly all levels.


    Simply put, she had the ability to heal and revive life, and to ignore it was a waste of the gift.


    Could she make a difference in the world?

  


  
    Anchovies Are Not a Laughing Matter


    Ben pressed play on his computer, restarting the grainy footage of an old lecture on YouTube. Onscreen, a hundred or so academics of all shapes and sizes were seated in a Yale auditorium, applauding the arrival onstage of a wiry man in a tweed jacket and bow tie. He took a few moments to adjust his wire-rimmed glasses and then sip a glass of water.


    This was Professor Barnard, Ben’s possible answer to Nicole’s mystery.


    “Welcome to you all and thank you for inviting me here today. It’s an honor to speak to such a venerable audience.”


    The sound of polite applause started up again. On his laptop, the video showed a close-up of the professor. Ben paused the screen and stared at the man. He tried to find the words for him. Was he majestic? No … mercurial. That was it.


    The mercurial Professor Barnard sported a neatly trimmed beard and a shock of salt-and-pepper hair that contrasted against his dark skin. His shiny eyes were quick to find points of interest in a room, and Ben wondered what it would be like to come under his eminent gaze. Pressing play again, Ben moved across his bedroom to clamber onto his desk chair, which wobbled underneath his feet.


    On the video, the applause died down and the professor cleared his throat. He was nervous — Ben had picked up on that each time he’d studied this lecture, and watching it through to the end, he had came to understand why. The polite applause belied an undercurrent of cynicism in the room, and Professor Barnard was preparing himself for instant unpopularity.


    Ben sure knew what that felt like.


    He affixed the last poster to the wall and carefully climbed down again, using the back of the chair for support. He stood back and proudly surveyed his bedroom.


    Posters of The Lord of the Rings, M.C. Escher, and a map of the world had been replaced with hundreds of notes, drawings and printouts. Many ideas (including animal sacrifice) had been crossed out, and some (such as alien invasion and the end of the world) had big question marks next to them. One theory was emerging over all of the others. In large letters, a sheet of paper inscribed with “Fountain of Youth” was positioned at the center of the long wall next to Ben’s bed.


    After his run-in with Nicole outside the cafeteria, Ben’s determination to get to the bottom of the mystery had increased. He had realized then that she was aware of everything that had been going on. Her reaction — implying that she had some control over those events — had been like dousing a smoldering barbecue with lighter fuel.


    He’d let it go when she’d repeatedly yelled “stop!”, mainly because the whole scene was truly embarrassing, even by his standards. If she’d only realized that he was just trying to help. Now he needed the time to process the new information he’d gathered, namely the fact that it was a power over which Nicole had some choice.


    Ben had recently taken to locking his bedroom door, and after a few days, he’d begun to organize his research. Today, he’d set to the task of pinning up all lines of clues he had in the way detectives might do in their office.


    Initially, he’d found one small reference to the idea of a Fountain of Youth, from Professor Barnard’s references on Wikipedia. This pointed to a paper that cited Professor Barnard’s work. After many hours of further digging, Ben had hit upon some obscure old lectures, videotaped in the early ’80s with the era’s distinctive fuzzy color and mono sound. He’d had a hunch the professor was on to something, and he’d viewed this particular video about a dozen times, combing it for any further clues and links he could pursue.


    He sat back down in front of it again now and slurped noisily from his can of soda.


    After some shuffling of papers, the professor began, placing the first transparency on his overhead projector. On the far wall, an image of an ancient painting beamed, full of rich golds, reds and purples, depicting a group of people bathing in waters.


    “The Fountain of Youth. Most cultures have a take on it. It is an enduring myth, tapping into the heart of the human condition’s insecurities and fears regarding mortality. From Mayan paintings to the travel tales of Juan Ponce de León, from fables to the writings of ancient Greek Herodotus, we have searched and still we have not found.”


    With shaking fingers, he lifted up the transparency and replaced it with another. An ancient painting of two men wearing white turbans and sitting opposite one another, with a bowl containing two fish between them, appeared on the projector screen.


    “Here’s Al-Kidr and Alexander watching as the water of life revives two salted fish. It’s a little like anchovies springing back to life on your pizza.” Professor Barnard chuckled to himself, although no one else in the room seemed to find it funny. He used the deafening silence to ease another transparency onto the projector.


    The audience was shown a close-up of a delicately inscribed mirror case.


    “It may be hard for those of you at the back to see, but this 14th-century mirror case is a detailed portrayal of what people of the day thought a Fountain of Youth looked like, and it is representative of many more examples of this kind of iconography. Old people — usually being carried — will arrive from the left. They will strip and enter the pool. The people in the pool are youthful and naked, and, after a while, when you look to the right of the picture, the revived leave and are shown fashionably dressed and seemingly heading out for a very good time.”


    Ben laughed. This video was from 1987, which suggested to him that the old professor probably wasn’t around anymore. However, given that he hadn’t found an obituary, he still hoped there might be a chance he could meet him.


    “As you’re probably all aware, the city of St. Augustine, Florida, is home to the Fountain of Youth National Archaeological Park, a tribute to the spot where Ponce de León is said to have landed,” the professor continued. “Although there is no evidence that the park’s fountain has any restorative effects, visitors still flock to the park to drink the water. You see, the myth endures. The writings and tales go on. None of us can imagine dying, because we don’t know what it’s like not to be here.”


    He swapped for a new transparency. This was of cave paintings depicting in rich ochre and swift strokes a figure in the center with outstretched arms. “Now, Ponce de León’s writings about his travels through the Americas never mentioned the fountain, and it only became associated with him after his death. ”


    Ben took a deep breath. He knew what was about to come, and each time it took his breath away.


    “So I say to you all today: I believe we have been searching in the wrong places for hundreds of years. These images, stories, and artifacts are actually a striking example of ‘polygenesis,’ a term for the simultaneous appearance of vivid, similar tales in far-flung locales. Now look again at these transparencies, and tell me what you find common in all.” Deftly, the Professor flicked between each — the mirror case, the saltfish, the medieval scene of pool frolicking.


    The professor surveyed his disgruntled and cynical audience and understood that none of them was going to help him out. He returned to the cave painting transparency, and the stick figure now dominated the screen, its red arms held out evenly.


    “People. That is what is common to all — people. The saltfish are living, but there are people seated at either side of them. The same is true of all the other paintings.” Professor Barnard pointed back to the cave painting. “I believe the Fountain of Youth is an epithet. A saying. The reason — with all of our technology and archeological expertise, chemical expertise, carbon testing, X-ray scanning and radar and sonar — we have still been unable to trace the famous waters. The Fountain of Youth isn’t a place, and it isn’t special waters. It is a person. What I have now come to learn was referred to in ancient Sanskrit as the ‘Balancer.’ This person has the power to balance the forces of life between the living.”


    A low murmur rippled across the audience. The professor waited a few moments before continuing.


    “This person had incredible gifts, and would be much sought-after by those in power. What better way to protect this person than to hide in plain sight? To put out a tale that people would take to their hearts about water — healing waters. Meanwhile, the Balancer could go on about their business, trading life and health by sacrificing other living things. Maybe some seek fame; others hide in the shadows for fear of others exploiting their skills.”


    His audience was now far from receptive, and the professor had to raise his voice to almost shouting level to be heard above the disarray.


    “Yes, what I am suggesting demands a radical rethinking of how we view life, the world and its delicate balance. The historical figures who have shaped our worlds, those we look up to — perhaps they were Balancers. A tribal shaman in a remote tribe, a gifted doctor in a battlefield, a well-loved ruler of a peaceful village, a Salem witch, a powerful warlord. Somebody that inspires. Joan of Arc? Somebody who performs miracles. Buddha? Sai baba? The Dalai Lama? Or perhaps … perhaps even Jesus Christ himself.”


    The sound of chairs being scraped back and barely concealed outrage echoed all around. Here was when the camera’s focus moved away from the professor to chart the exodus of some of his audience. It was a silent protest. There was one curious man who did not leave, however, but instead stood eyeballing the professor from a low vantage point below the stage. He was no less menacing despite only coming up to the professor’s shins. The camera zoomed in on him now as he stared up.


    “How could you, Jim? After everything that’s happened?”


    The professor swallowed, observing the emptying room with something like amusement.


    “How could I not? It’s true,” he replied simply.


    “Are you crazy? These fairy tales will ruin everything! You weren’t supposed to say that last part. Nobody will ever fund anything we do ever again!”


    When the man started mentioning money, Barnard began to gather his papers, which infuriated him further.


    “Oh, I know — your project is bigger than that. But can’t you see? You’re destroying our department and this school!”


    The professor was about to add something when his colleague spied the camera and placed his hand over the lens. After a momentary close-up of a pink palm, the video ended.


    Ben had scoured every one of the comments below the video, but he found only the same scorn and ridicule he’d seen in the auditorium audience.


    Ben knew what it was like to be an outcast. He felt for this man, but more than that, he had an idea about where to go next.


    He would take from the professor one clue — about hiding in plain sight. He had yet to pursue the man who was so angry with the professor. It would involve a long search through years of Yale alumni, but Ben was going to do it.


    He would honor the work of Professor Barnard by taking up where he had left off. He had a head start, too — he knew a Balancer.

  


  
    Where’s the Flower Donation Box?


    Walking the corridors of Evergreen Hospital’s pediatric ward, Nicole again followed the brightly colored linoleum footprints to Ethan’s room. She thought about the previous visit, which was just after Mrs. Truman’s yard devastation. Seeing Ethan would have been so much easier with her best friend by her side. She had texted Amy that morning to ask whether she’d like to come along, but had been disappointed to receive word from Amy that she still wasn’t feeling up to it.


    Ethan had been moved to the ICU overnight, and as Nicole observed the emaciated boy through the glass to his room, he was wearing an oxygen mask and seemed to be drifting in and out of consciousness. His dad was stooped low, holding his hand. He was reading from Harry Potter, and though the glass was soundproof, Nicole could tell he was acting out the different characters’ voices like her own dad used to. Her favorite had been his rendition of Severus Snape and his condescending tone, which had always made her giggle.


    Nicole knocked on the glass and Mr. Geller looked up, raising a small smile upon seeing her. Letting Ethan know what was going on, he came to the door to let Nicole in.


    “Hey, Nicole. It’s really good to see you.”


    “Hi, Mr. Geller.” There seemed to be no words that could convey how awful things were, so she hoped that resting a hand on his arm would be enough.


    “How is he?”


    “We’re hoping for the best, but … well … he’s fighting.”


    “I won’t stay long if he’s tired.”


    “Oh, no. He’s been talking about you all week. You are always welcome!” Mr. Geller guided her inside.


    “How are you and Mrs. Geller?” she asked, sitting in the seat the tired-looking man had indicated for her.


    “She was here last night. We’re staying in a hotel across the way so we … well, so we could be close by.”


    Nicole knew what that meant.


    “I didn’t want to leave the little man alone right now and was waiting for the nurse to get here. Do you think you could stay with him while I take a bit of fresh air? He’ll probably just sleep.”


    Nicole agreed and watched the man kiss his son’s forehead, after which he left them alone.


    The room was filled with cards, bought and homemade. Pictures and goodwill messages from school friends were tacked up everywhere, and balloons bobbed about in the corner next to a few fading daisies in a vase. Ethan’s parents had made it as bright and cheerful as possible. That the place was overrun with color and bright objects was a testament to their feelings of helplessness.


    After a moment, Nicole picked up Harry Potter at the page where Ethan’s dad had left off. She started reading, copying Snape’s tone and demeanor as he tried his best to scare Harry.


    When she reached the end of the chapter, Nicole’s stomach tightened at the sight of the book. It was such a large book. Would there be time for Ethan to get to the end? She felt a little squeeze on her hand.


    “SuperNix,” Ethan whispered hoarsely.


    Nicole set down the book and squeezed his hand in response. He stared up at her with a smile in his eyes.


    “Hey!” she beamed.


    “Where’s Awesome Amy?”


    “I sent her off on a mission by herself to fight crime and save the world. Do you think I’ve done the right thing?”


    Ethan thought about it and then shook his head side to side. Nicole laughed and he joined in, but this quickly turned into a grimace. Nicole caught herself wondering how much pain the boy was in.


    “Do you need any juice?” Nicole poured some for the boy and helped him sit up and remove his oxygen mask far enough for a straw to get past.


    When he’d had enough juice, Nicole set down the cup and secured the mask again.


    For a moment, Ethan surveyed the room and his surroundings as though he were seeing them for the first time. He squeezed Nicole’s hand a little more tightly.


    He was afraid.


    Nicole felt her heart beat faster.


    “What’s gonna happen, SuperNix?”


    Nicole thought about it. The Gellers had explained that Ethan had been told he was very sick, but what else was there to say? “I don’t know, Ethan. But the doctors are doing their best. Stay strong.”


    “I am strong!” He showed a weakly clenched fist as proof. Nicole liked his spirit. She turned back to the book, wishing for Awesome Amy’s presence.


    “Tell me about the fire again.”


    Nicole wasn’t sure whether it would be the same without Amy’s energy, but she began. Within the first few sentences, she knew she was telling a highly lackluster version that wasn’t helping Ethan’s mood at all. She was also forgetting certain aspects of it, and Ethan had to remind her about the choky smoke, the scarf wrapping, the wildfire smell and all of the other outlandish details Amy had added.


    “Do you know what? I think we’ve both heard this story enough,” Nicole said. “I have a different idea. Wanna see something special?”


    Ethan shrugged.


    “OK.”


    Nicole knew she was risking things, but she’d gone a whole week without killing anything, and that fact had brought her comfort. She could do this. She could break her rule and do this one small thing for a dying boy. The surprise might change something for him — might shock him into feeling better. Who could say?


    Nicole pointed. “Look at the daisies.”


    Ethan did as she asked.


    Nicole concentrated on the daisies. She remembered the smiling, giggling Ethan and how he’d howled with laughter at jokes about Amy’s hair. His wisecrack at her superpower joke and the picture of SuperNix he’d drawn. And she thought about the bouquet of roses she’d passed in the hallway on the way to the room.


    Ethan eyes widened and he gasped.


    Nicole looked across to see the daisies had become bright white and yellow, with straight vivid green stalks and proud leaves.


    “How did you do that?” Ethan stared at Nicole incredulously.


    Nicole grinned. “Magic!”


    “I saw it!” Ethan’s eyes were sparkling now, and he drank some more juice.


    At that moment, Ethan’s dad returned. He seemed shocked to find Ethan with a little color in his cheeks and a smile on his face.


    Nicole put her finger to her lips and indicated for it to remain a secret between them.


    “Hey, little man. What’s gotten into you?”


    “SuperNix!” He couldn’t help it and pointed at Nicole. She laughed.


    “Guess who’s here to see you?” he said.


    Peering in at the doorway giving an upbeat wave and beaming was Ethan’s mom. The petite blonde entered the room and went straight to hug her son.


    She planted a big kiss on the side of his face, which he didn’t wriggle out of but instead clearly enjoyed. She turned to Nicole. “My husband’s been telling me how much you cheer Ethan up. Thank you so much for coming.” Ethan’s mom snuggled into him again, and Nicole knew it was time for her to leave.


    “Say bye to Nicole.”


    “Bye.” Ethan raised his finger and put it to the mask and made a “shhh” sound.


    Mr. Geller accompanied Nicole out of the room. With one glance back at Ethan and his mom, Nicole left and went back into the corridor.


    The air there felt suddenly stale and hot. Nicole realized she had a terrible lump in her throat, and her stomach felt heavy.


    She and Mr. Geller turned to the glass and watched him for a moment longer. She felt awkward and totally out of her depth.


    “Come on. I’ll walk you out,” Mr. Geller offered. On their way, they passed a nurse who was fussing over a wilted bouquet of flowers that looked as though it had been discarded on a chair. Nicole made a mental note to put some money in the flower fund later on.


    Ethan’s dad asked her the normal questions about school and hobbies until they reached the fresh air of the parking lot. Nicole said she would catch the bus back home. A stop was placed conveniently just outside the hospital.


    “I guess this is the last time we might be seeing you,” he said.


    It was a statement with enormous implications. Nicole nodded, feeling the tears and emotion welling up inside her once more.


    “I’m so sorry.”


    “I know. I know you mean it, too.”


    “It’s so unfair.”


    “He doesn’t deserve to suffer like this. He’s just a little kid.” Mr. Geller became choked up at his own words and needed a moment to regain his composure. “I’d gladly trade my life for his.”


    The bus drew up, and Nicole indicated that it was hers. She gave Mr. Geller a hug and got on the bus — in part as an escape. Painful feelings coursed through her — of her mom’s words about leaving a part of herself behind, of her difficulties in helping others. Nicole’s own pain at the thought of Ethan dying was bad enough, but it must be multiplied hundreds of times for his parents. How could they bear it?


    Still the bus wouldn’t leave. She watched helplessly as an old lady shuffled on slowly, followed by a woman who was digging in her pockets for money.


    Could she just leave without trying? Could she live with herself?


    There was a quickening in her veins as she unwrapped the folded-up crayon picture of freckled SuperNix. She held it in her hands as though it were a delicate, gold leaf. The beating of her heart caused the picture to judder with every pulse.


    Outside the bus, Mr. Geller leaned heavily against the wall of the bus stop. Part of him was so desperate to see his son he could burst, and another part couldn’t bear to go back in, to face it all again.


    The bus engine revved, and he watched it pull away as if his last hope were leaving on that bus. He shut his eyes.


    He clenched his fists in anger and swallowed the bitter pill of his reality. Then, something made him open his eyes again and look up as the bus moved off.


    Nicole stood in its place.


    She had an expression on her face that he hadn’t seen before, and as she approached him, he straightened up. He let her speak first, because somehow he felt that was meant to happen.


    “Did you mean what you said about trading your life for Ethan’s?”


    “Yes.” Mr. Geller didn’t have to think twice about it.


    “I can do that,” Nicole said softly.


    “What?”


    “I can do that,” Nicole whispered more firmly, meaning every word.

  


  
    Set Aside the

    Scarier Thoughts


    Tim Geller and Nicole sat side by side on the

    bench in the hospital gardens. Just two stories above them was Ethan’s room. Mr. Geller had wanted to stay as close as possible to his son, so they had found this bench. If Nicole looked closely, she could even see a glimpse of Ethan through the blinds.


    A few old cigarette butts were littered at their feet, and there was a faint whiff of alcohol alongside the mess of discarded beer cans in the undergrowth of the bushes surrounding them. To Nicole, it seemed a strange kind of place for a miracle to occur. Or perhaps, in a way, it was the most ideal.


    Tim Geller had his eyes shut and his hands clenched together as though he was praying. His arms were muscled up in tension, and in the last few moments since they had sat down, he had been running everything through in his mind.


    He was so painfully aware that his son could leave this world at any moment that he had already said his goodbyes many times before. He did it and meant it every time he left Ethan’s hospital bed, whether he uttered the actual words or not.


    Other parents might make other decisions, but for Tim Geller, this situation was no different from any other sacrifice he would make for Ethan, his only child. His love for his son was so fierce that naturally he would rescue him from a burning building or push him out of harm’s way and risk enduring the pain himself. The choice Nicole had offered simply transplanted these decisions to a different setting. This was another kind of way to give up his life to save his son.


    He felt a sure stab of pain at the thought of having to leave his wife, Cindy. If he didn’t do this now, though, their son would die. They would go on together for sure, and perhaps in time they might have another child. But wouldn’t they both be too broken over the loss of their beloved Ethan?


    Whichever choice he made, he would not see Ethan again. But this way, the two people he loved most in the world could find happiness together.


    He looked up at Nicole.


    “What do we do?”


    Nicole was relieved that he had decided quickly, because she wasn’t sure how long she could hold her nerve, despite the unwavering knowledge deep in her heart that this was the right thing to do. It had helped in this case that the choice wasn’t hers to make.


    She had quickly set aside the scarier thoughts of how she would feel after the deed had been done. As Mr. Geller had been contemplating his choice, she had remembered with some irony the Harry Potter books, and how Harry’s life was marked by his mother’s singular act of sacrifice. For Nicole, Ethan’s father would be doing the exact same thing.


    Her mind raced with the next steps they would take. In her experience, being close to either one of the life forms meant the transfer would occur. In the hospital, she had revived the daisies by thinking of the roses, so she would do the same for father and son.


    She unfolded Ethan’s crayon portrait and set it on her knee. She placed her palm face down on it.


    “Are you ready?”


    “Yes,” Tim Geller replied softly.


    Then, very simply, Nicole hugged him the way she would embrace her dad.


    She thought of how her dad called her “mouse,” which dated back to when she was a baby and would apparently squeal with happiness whenever tickled. She thought of her mom’s sadness and concern — not just recently, but many times that she had known in the past, when her love for Nicole was evident and concern harried her features. She remembered the ice-cold fear of losing her parents and all of the nightmares she’d had when she was Ethan’s age about them dying. How annihilating feeling so alone would be.


    As if a warm breeze had stirred over her, suddenly she imagined Ethan laughing, and how happy he would be, as the color returned to his cheeks, and he found he could draw his first painless breath.


    All of a sudden, Ethan’s SuperNix drawing appeared abruptly in her mind’s eye, like a vision. The crayon image was strongly accompanied by a sharp knot in her stomach. Another crayon figure now stood to the left of SuperNix: a rendering of Mr. Geller as drawn by Ethan. He had dark hair, kind eyes, and was wearing jeans and a striped sweater.


    The quickening returned to Nicole now, and it was almost as if the blood were fizzing around her veins.


    She thought of the vitality returning to Ethan as he ripped the oxygen mask away from his face and sat up in bed. Then, the lines making up Mr. Geller’s arms disappeared, and a crayon drawing of Ethan’s arms appeared in the space to Nicole’s right.


    As Nicole thought with joy of Ethan throwing off his bed covers and tearing the tape securing the tubes from his arms, Mr. Geller’s leg was wiped from the page. It was as if she wielded an invisible eraser. In turn, a crayon leg appeared for Ethan, with jeans and his favorite red sneakers.


    With each thought of the boy’s return to health and the surging joy that accompanied it, a new crayon picture of Ethan continued to form. As each stroke completed Ethan, the picture of Mr. Geller diminished.


    Nicole wouldn’t open her tearful eyes, but could still feel Mr. Geller’s weakening grip around her. Finally, with one last surge that felt a little like a firework in the middle of her chest, she imagined Ethan jumping out of bed and running down the hospital corridor, crying with happiness. His elated mother waited for him at the end, her arms outstretched, tears in her eyes and a wide smile on her pretty face.


    Ethan reached her and she lifted him high, calling his name over and over as she twirled him ’round.


    The final part of the crayon Ethan was drawn now. As his hand reached up to hold SuperNix’s, the last part of Mr. Geller faded.


    Then, Nicole felt Mr. Geller’s grip loosen.


    He had let go.


    She opened her eyes, sat back and gazed down at Mr. Geller. He now looked pale and faded. His breathing was hoarse, and he winced in terrible pain, bearing the agony that his child had endured.


    Mr. Geller managed a small smile with the little life he had left. “Thank you,” he whispered.


    Nicole could only nod. She hugged him again, not wanting him to feel alone.


    Tim Geller smiled again before closing his eyes, forever.


    For any of the passersby or hospital visitors, the pair on the bench were simply people comforting each other at a difficult time.


    When Nicole released Mr. Geller from the hug, she leaned back with her arm still around his back and gently reclined his body against bench.


    Man and girl seated side by side.


    It looked as though they were sitting together in silence.


    

  


  
    A Side Order of Fries


    The flow of oxygen had made Ethan cough, so he pulled off the mask and called out for his mom. His abrupt movement jolted her awake, and she lifted her head from her arms, cursing herself for having slept at her son’s side. She, like her husband, had not wanted to miss a second with him.


    An old mischievous look in Ethan’s eyes told her all she needed to know. For the first time in two long years, her son no longer seemed tired or racked by pain. Her heart wasn’t crushed by the sure knowledge that her child was suffering and she could do nothing to help. She saw him then, as he had once been; the boy before he developed the terrible illness that had racked his bones and almost taken him from her. The cheeky 6-year-old who had chased the cat around the house with a wooden spoon, turned the Koi pond into a swamp and insisted on unraveling a whole roll of tinfoil to make a spaceship, only to abandon it halfway through.


    His mom pressed the emergency call button.


    “Please come in here now! Hurry!” She was laughing when she spoke, but the nurse could have easily misinterpreted her voice over the speaker to be that of someone who was crying.


    “Hold on, Mrs. Geller. We’re on our way!”


    In less than a minute, nurses with emergency carts rushed into the room before freezing in their tracks, confused.


    For the first time in their professional careers, they had no idea what to do next.


    The following few moments would take the breath from all those around. Ethan refused to put the oxygen mask back on, and suddenly he felt hungry. In fact, he was ravenous, and all he could think about was chomping into a juicy cheeseburger with a side of fries, washed down with a strawberry milkshake. The bones in his legs itched deep down to kick and move, and he was fidgeting around in his bed like somebody had tipped a bunch of ants in there.


    It was a miracle.


    The doctors who arrived at his mom’s request would urge caution at Ethan’s improvement, but even they would return to their homes that evening with their minds buzzing over the impossibility of what had occurred.


    Cindy Geller pinched herself awake a hundred times, just in case she was still asleep at Ethan’s bedside. She had never thought this day would come, even in her wildest dreams. She was awake, and her boy was more alive than she had seen him in many years.


    She hardly knew what to do with herself, but found all she wanted to do was just hug Ethan and keep hold of him even as he tried to wriggle free.


    A miracle had indeed happened. Her prayer had been answered.


    But a tragic discovery was yet to come.


    

  


  
    Feigning Panic


    Nicole took a breath, looked across one more time at Mr. Geller, and then prepared herself for what would have to happen next.


    A businesswoman, about her mom’s age, was passing by. Nicole waited until she was closer before choosing her moment, and then she grabbed Ethan’s father by the shoulders.


    “Mr. Geller! Mr. Geller!” she shouted in feigned panic.


    The woman turned and her face paled. She could see the stricken man with his head slumped down, and that the girl was in some kind of shock.


    The next few moments were all a blur.


    Promising Nicole she’d be back, the woman hurried to reception to get help. Moments later, she returned, flanked by an emergency response crew. Mr. Geller’s body was lifted onto a gurney, and Nicole faced the barrage of questions from the paramedics about what had happened.


    Had anyone checked her smartphone, they would have found that she had Googled “heart attack symptoms” only minutes before she alerted the passerby.


    As she watched Mr. Geller being wheeled into the hospital, she allowed herself a few moments to get her story straight. In Ethan’s hospital room above, she caught a glimpse of the flurry of activity. She was fighting her tremendous curiosity to see for herself what had happened to Ethan. However, she also had the unswerving conviction that the life transfer had worked. She couldn’t explain it rationally; it was something she felt was right in every fiber of her being.


    Nicole knew she would draw attention to herself if she approached anyone she knew in the hospital, so she stood still, waiting, not knowing where to go next.


    She worried about how she’d come across to the paramedics — whether she’d acted correctly if she had genuinely witnessed Mr. Geller’s heart attack. She knew she wasn’t a good enough actress to give that kind of performance, but it was something Amy could have done easily.


    Amy.


    Suddenly Nicole felt as though sadness might swallow her whole. Sorrow arrived, a culmination of the last few minutes, in which everything that had happened hit her like an emotional body blow. Rarely in her life had something as big as this occurred and Amy was not by her side.


    How could she explain this to Amy? Where would she begin? What would she say?


    She had, then, the terrible fear that this gift would keep her alone from now on. It was an unbearable prospect.


    Before tears could arrive, a hand grabbed at her arm and she jumped, torn from her thoughts.


    It was her mom.


    Nicole fought every inclination just to grab and hug her, desperately wanting comfort.


    With a grave expression on her face, her mom took her by the shoulders, and for a horrible moment, Nicole thought she might lead her inside where she could be forced to answer more questions.


    “Nicole, they said you were with Mr. Geller?”


    Nicole nodded.


    “I’ve got some bad news.”


    Nicole’s heart thumped furiously as the fear that she had made a fatal error lurched through her.


    Had she made a mistake?


    Was Ethan dead too?


    “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Nicole, but Mr. Geller died. We think of a heart attack. There was nothing more you could have done for him.”


    The irony of that statement hit Nicole hard. She could barely grasp the gravity of everything she had just engineered.


    Feeling a massive surge of emotion rise up through her, she covered her face with her hands. As she sobbed, she allowed her mom to embrace her. At least her cries could be explained away by the enormity of what had just occurred.


    “Why didn’t you come get me?” her mom whispered soothingly, stroking her hair.


    Nicole shrugged in her mom’s arms.


    As she broke away from their hug, Nicole could see her mom had been crying too.


    Nicole indicated she understood. “How’s Mrs. Geller?”


    Her mom smiled sadly. “Not good,” she answered, stroking a stray strand of Nicole’s hair from her eyes. She seemed to be studying Nicole’s face for some clues. She wasn’t getting the kind of reaction she had expected, and it was troubling her.


    “There is some good news. Ethan’s come through his bad patch, just a few minutes ago.”


    Nicole nodded as though this was news to her. Actually, it brought a mixture of intense feelings — tremendous relief and the dawning of her new reality. She had done it. She had taken life from Mr. Geller and given it to his son.


    She wondered how the doctors would react after the tests came through in the coming weeks, giving Ethan a clean bill of health.


    In the weeks to follow, Cindy and Ethan Geller would have to come to terms with joy and dreadful loss as the grim reality sank in. Through her faith, Cindy felt strongly that Tim’s spirit would live on in their son and that they would all be reunited again, someday. The irony of that belief didn’t escape Nicole. Tim’s spirit truly would live on in their son. Could that saying have originated thousands of years ago because of what a Balancer once did?


    “At least she has Ethan.”


    Evidently Nicole’s mom thought this was a strange thing for Nicole to say. She regarded her daughter curiously.


    “I’ll take you home if you can wait an hour or so?”


    “I’d like to go now. I can just catch the next bus. I’ll see you at home, OK?”


    Without waiting for an answer, Nicole turned and headed toward the bus stop.


    She was beginning to understand the implications of her actions. She had not only changed one family’s world forever; she had irrevocably altered her own.


    She couldn’t know just yet what path this would take her on.


    In fact, Nicole’s journey was only just beginning.

  


  
    It’s the Makeup Girl


    Carter’s long trench coat billowed behind him as he and Bishop strode down the corridors of Evergreen Hospital. They were following the hospital CEO’s assistant, and staff knew to dart out of their way.


    The agents had resisted setting up base in Reston in order to remain observers to the usually peaceful suburb, but the call they had received an hour earlier had changed all of that. Carter had taken it, and by the smile that had spread across his face, Bishop thought they were suddenly closer to solving the mystery. It didn’t matter that Carter had a family wedding this weekend or that they had just spent the past 24 hours pursuing yet another wrong turn. This, Carter had announced, was the real deal.


    In their Suburban on the way over, they had looked over the scant details of the case. A healthy, fit, 38-year-old man had died suddenly on the grounds of the hospital. The call for help had been sounded by a family friend, who also happened to be the daughter of one of the ER doctors. Carter had cut off the beginnings of Bishop’s protests by reporting that the chief pathologist had found something very unusual about the body. As if that weren’t enough, the father had died at the exact same time his terminally ill son had gone into remission.


    Video footage was transferred to the agents’ tablet as they traveled, and by the time they arrived at the hospital, a full complement of surveillance tapes was available.


    Traffic had been slightly slow, and it pleased Carter that the hospital administrators would be waiting for them. He enjoyed being late for important people. It gave him a sense of power.


    Bishop, on the other hand, hated tardiness. It came from his rather strict upbringing, and as they reached the boardroom doors, he mopped his brow with his handkerchief.


    The CEO, a silver-haired woman named Dr. Rittman, had the handshake of an ox and offered an understanding nod about their delayed arrival. She sat next to the chief pathologist, a well-respected man who stared at the agents with quiet suspicion.


    After everyone was introduced, Dr. Rittman began by stating there was urgent detail about the death of the father that needed to be discussed. The initial post-mortem of Tim Geller’s body uncovered something unusual and somewhat disturbing.


    The chief pathologist got straight to the point of his concern. “I wouldn’t have entertained the notion that there was anything out of the ordinary about a father dying of a stress-induced heart attack in such circumstances. The Gellers have been through more heartache than most would perhaps endure in a lifetime. But take a look at this.”


    The room was all silence as the pathologist slid photographs of the post-mortem to the agents.


    Bishop wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking at, and glanced up at Carter. He didn’t have long to wait before the pathologist picked up on his confusion.


    “His heart, Agent Bishop. That is a close-up of Mr. Geller’s heart.”


    Bishop sat back. He didn’t need to look at Carter to know that his partner had experienced the same reaction.


    The red-and-black blur on the page was barely a heart — much like those of the small animals in the forest, and a little like the fish innards from Flour Mill Run.


    Carter sucked in a little breath.


    “What’s your explanation?” He gazed at the doctor pointedly.


    She shrugged. “We don’t know. We’ve run other tests — toxicology, blood — and those will come back in due course. But I can tell you right now it’s pretty obvious what killed him.” As she said those last words, she tapped her forefinger on the boardroom table to emphasize her words.


    “Please give us as clear an explanation as possible,” Bishop asked, inscrutable.


    “His heart was burned from the inside out. It would have been like someone lit a blowtorch inside his heart. No living thing could withstand that and survive. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


    Carter adjusted his tie. Bishop could feel his partner’s nervous energy building now that they were finally on the right track.


    “Was there anything unusual? Any strange activity in the hospital before this occurred?”


    “No. Well … not in an obvious way. My security department has sent you the surveillance tapes. You should have them by now.”


    “We have them,” Bishop confirmed.


    “What’s your hunch, Dr. Rittman?” This was Carter’s usual question.


    “I don’t have hunches, Agent Carter,” she responded, not unkindly. “I work with logic and theorize based on evidence, and I have told you what I know. With all due respect, I imagine the answer I will have for your remaining questions will be very much the same.” She poised her finger for tapping emphasis once more. “I. Don’t. Know.”


    Silence descended over the room.


    “Perhaps Mr. Singh, my chief surgeon here, might have his theories. Hardeep?” She looked across at the surgeon, who seemed transfixed by the photograph. After tearing his gaze away, he cleared his throat.


    “I have seen nothing like it in all my years,” he said. “However, there are several further tests I would like to do. Although I do understand his family would like his body released as soon as possible, to respect the manner of his faith.”


    “Yes, Mrs. Geller,” Dr. Rittman said sympathetically, as though that were an answer in itself.


    Bishop had also heard about Mrs. Geller, the tearful, distraught widow who had been rejoicing with her son at the very moment a doctor arrived to break the devastating news about her husband. He had found the irony of it shattering. Carter had apparently not shared in the terrible poignancy of it all.


    Carter sat forward in his seat and directed his speech to Dr. Rittman.


    “OK, this is what we need. I want the hospital to issue the following statement to the media: that Mr. Geller died from a suspected grief-induced heart attack. I can assure you, Mr. Singh, that any test you or I carry out will not establish any more than we already know. The FBI has everything it needs now, and we will sign any documentation required to release the body immediately. For Mrs. Geller’s sake, do not detain her husband’s body for a second longer.”


    Bishop flinched, but he knew better than to undermine Carter in this situation. If it were up to him, he would run the post-mortem until there was nothing left to discover. But if Carter didn’t consult with him, it must be because he believed in what he was doing. This time he would let it go.


    This time.


    The CEO seemed surprised at the FBI agent’s directive, and it threw her usually cool demeanor.


    “Very well.”


    “Many thanks for your time, Dr. Rittman, Mr. Singh. I appreciate your busy schedules. May we have the room now?” he added plainly.


    After hands were shaken and the highest-ranking staff at Evergreen Hospital had been ejected from their own boardroom, the head of hospital security was shown in.


    Getting straight down to business, the agents opened their tablets.


    “We need the last few moments when Tim Geller was alive on the bench where he was found,” Carter requested.


    Bishop’s heart was in his throat as the man pulled up the footage.


    The agents watched as the grainy video began to play. Tim Geller and a tall, skinny, dark-haired teenager arrived somewhat cautiously at the bench. The teenager looked all around her, and then they sat down.


    They appeared to be talking when the teenager hugged him.


    “Who is this? A family member?”


    “No. That’s … the family friend. She knows Ethan. She was the one who called for help.”


    “A family friend,” Carter repeated, a little like an automaton.


    The footage continued, though the way the pair was hugging, it felt as though the motion had stopped, and Bishop had to check that he hadn’t paused the player. He hadn’t, but Carter pressed Pause anyway.


    “We can take it from here. Thank you,” he said assertively to the security chief, who apparently wasn’t expecting to be dismissed so quickly.


    The agents waited until he had left the room before glancing at each other.


    “She looks familiar.”


    “Let’s see,” Carter replied. He played the video.


    The hug continued until the dark-haired girl broke away suddenly. She seemed to be looking at the man, and he said something to her. The agents watched her hug him again.


    That was the moment Mr. Geller’s body went limp.


    “Did you see that?” Bishop asked, panicked.


    “What?” Carter asked.


    Bishop rewound the video to the previous point and played it again. He zoomed in on the footage.


    Sure enough, just after the second hug, Mr. Geller’s body slumped. Life had left him at that exact second.


    “My God,” Bishop whispered.


    Carter stared at the screen as the footage continued. The later footage captured the dark-haired teenager looking down at her smartphone, looking back at Mr. Geller and then reacting to what she was seeing — a dead man. Only then did she grab him by the shoulders and call his name, which caught the attention of a woman passing by. About a minute later, the paramedics rushed into view.


    Carter stopped the video.


    “Who is that girl?”


    “The doctor’s daughter.”


    “She definitely looks familiar.”


    “I know.” Bishop scrolled frantically through his smartphone until he found the page he had been looking for in his Internet history.


    “Remember her?” he asked. “The makeup girl?”


    He showed a picture of Nicole and Amy from AmesAndNix.com. Carter glanced at him, remembering the manner of their conversation and how he had been dismissed.


    “Rule nobody out, right?” Carter said.


    Bishop ignored the jibe. He hated when Carter was right.


    The agents watched the video again. Each viewing seemed to intensify their determination to solve the case.


    “What’s he saying there?” Bishop stopped the video at the point where Mr. Geller whispered something to the girl. Even repeated viewings didn’t help, though, as it was impossible to lip-read the grainy video footage.


    “How about, ‘Please don’t kill me?’”


    “No … It’s just two words,” Bishop asserted, ignoring Carter’s painful attempt at humor. “Let’s send all the surveillance back to P.R.E.S.S. Every second of today needs to be scrutinized before we make a move.”


    “We’re bringing her in though, right?” Carter responded, seemingly horrified that this wasn’t being considered.


    “On what grounds?” his partner fired back. “She hugged a man and didn’t realize he was dead? She’s an American-born teenager with no criminal record, no sign of foul play, no weapon. There’s just no evidence of any wrongdoing. ”


    “Are you telling me you don’t think she’s our lead?”


    “I’m urging caution. We already have twenty-four hours of backed-up paperwork after the situation with the Arlington satellite dish. We can’t afford another misstep this week.”


    That silenced Carter. As much he hated to admit it, Bishop was right on this.


    Bishop softened his tone a little. “For what it’s worth, yes, I think she’s our girl. But we don’t have a clue what she did and why she did it. Did she even know Tim Geller was dead when she checked her phone? Can’t say. How, why, what, where — we make a start on those until we have grounds to bring her in. Then we throw the book at her.”


    “Fine,” Carter responded. “But I want her watched. Ensure she doesn’t get a chance to strike again. Most importantly, we must not lose track of her. Understand?”


    “We’ll tail her.”


    “Whatever it takes. Let’s get back to D.C.”


    Carter and Bishop gathered their belongings.


    As Bishop left, he had a different kind of determination in his stride. He felt he and Carter were in more familiar territory now. The homestretch. He could feel it in his bones. There would be an answer — probably a scientific one at that.


    “Are you coming?”


    Carter pulled out his smartphone and motioned for Bishop to go on without him. “Give me a minute.”


    “OK, see you back at the car.”


    Carter waited until his partner had completely left the boardroom. There was a very interested party who had been waiting to learn the truth behind these mysterious deaths. The less Bishop knew about it, the better.


    Carter tapped out a quick text and then pocketed his smartphone.


    Just saw the body. You were right about her. You were right about everything. She’s the real deal.

  


  
    Hiding in Plain Sight


    Ben refreshed his email inbox and waited impatiently.


    Nothing.


    This was getting way too tense, even for him. He suspected that, as in sports, he wasn’t built for the adrenaline peaks and troughs of this kind of cutting-edge research.


    Hours of inquiries, dead ends and sifting through pages of Yale alumni online had yielded nothing. Ben had been about to book a ticket to New Haven, Connecticut, when he’d discovered a solution lay a little closer to home.


    Over a rare evening meal around the dinner table (the occasion was meeting their mom’s new boyfriend), his older sister had casually dropped into conversation that her boyfriend had an offer from Yale. He was hoping to go to the same college as his father. When Ben and his sister were stacking the dishes together and generally moaning about the rather pathetic lovesick state of their mom, Ben had seized his opportunity. He’d bribed his sister with a month’s worth of chores to try to get some kind of intranet address or passcode for a Yale student account. A few days later, she had retrieved it for him. He didn’t ask about her methods.


    Hours later, Ben had successfully gotten the email address of one Professor Anthony DuBois. He recognized him from a photograph and then subsequently confirmed his identity via Wikipedia as the man from Barnard’s disastrous lecture.


    Ben had spent less time crafting his latest history dissertation than it took to write that particular email. He looked through it again now in his sent items folder. Hopefully he hadn’t written some embarrassingly desperate and geeky-sounding missive. Scanning through, he was pleased with his polite but direct inquiry about Professor DuBois’ connection to Professor Jim Barnard. He’d taken the trouble to look into Professor DuBois’ career and he’d explained that he was doing research for a school project but ran into a dead end. He couldn’t find any traces of Professor Barnard on the Internet.


    It had been two days since sending that message and still no reply.


    He turned and surveyed his operations room. He’d all but discredited the leads on his wall, and the Fountain of Youth dominated his inquiries now. But he knew there was more, and he was hungry for further proof.


    His email account beeped, and he excitedly scrolled through his inbox. His thrill proved premature: just an email about math club and a flyer for the cult sci-fi T-shirts he sometimes bought. Nothing else.


    He sighed and flicked back to the WBN channel page that was now bookmarked on his laptop.


    The WBN anchorwoman’s expression turned very grave as the placard behind her read “tragic twist to family joy.”


    Ben turned up the sound.


    “Tragedy struck today at Reston Evergreen Hospital when a father died moments before the miraculous remission of his son from his terminal illness. Our special correspondent is there for us now. Lynn, tell us what you know.”


    The screen split in two, and Lynn Meyers appeared, offering a similarly deadpan expression.


    “Yes, Trisha. It seems that only minutes after 8-year-old Ethan Geller was pronounced in remission from a potentially fatal bone cancer, his father, 38-year-old accountant Tim Geller, suffered a fatal heart attack while he was thought to be taking some air outside the hospital. I understand that the doctors here are saying this is sadly common among parents of sick children. As you might be able to see behind me, flowers and tributes from family and friends are beginning to arrive on the bench where Tim Geller was discovered. One card left by his wife, Cindy Geller, simply reads, ‘Watch over us, like you always did. Forever our guiding star.’”


    Lynn paused for dramatic effect and then drew in a breath, adding, “A poignant reminder of the fragility of life and a bittersweet time for the Geller family tonight. Back to you in the studio.”


    Ben sighed a little at the sight of the mounds of floral tributes and cards, then clicked over to AmesAndNix.com. No news there either, apart from a thousand followers and pages upon pages of unanswered posts.


    This level of inactivity from the girls was unheard of. He’d known Nicole to lose interest in the show, but not Amy. He knew Amy was sick with food poisoning, but she’d never been ill enough to avoid responding to posts from her adoring fans. This was downright odd for her.


    He was about to click back to his catalog of WBN YouTube videos to look for further clues when he saw it.


    There it was, in black and white on his screen: the email he had been waiting for.


    “Re: Professor Barnard and the Fountain of Youth, from Professor DuBois”


    Despite his earlier excitement, Ben simply stared at his laptop screen for a few moments, hardly believing his eyes and feeling as though he was on the cusp of something extraordinary.


    A few clicks of his trackpad, and the email appeared in front of him. From one glance, Ben knew he wasn’t being brushed off.


     


    Dear Ben,


     


    Thank you for your email, which somehow managed to land in my spam filter, so many apologies for the delay in reply.


    It’s been a while since I heard the name of my venerable colleague Jim Barnard, so it was with great delight that I received your email. How heartening that you are basing your school project on his life’s work. Naturally I will help in any way I can.


    I have attached scans of his last paper as well as a link to a video that might be of some use. I hope it will provide you with what you need. I would be interested to know your thoughts on it and of course would be happy to answer any further questions you might have.


     


    Yours,


    Professor A. DuBois


     


    “YES!” Ben pumped his fist in the air. Unable to believe his luck, he bounced around in his seat for a few moments, ecstatic at the thought of a new contact and perhaps a companion in his quest.


    He clicked open the PDF attachment. It was entitled, very simply, “The Fifth Element.” He resolved to read it later, as the YouTube video demanded his attention first. It had a private-viewing invitation to it, which is why Ben hadn’t been able to find it before. This was even better than he’d hoped — at last he would get to see more of Professor Barnard.


    He clicked on the invitation, and the YouTube video buffered. This time, as the video began to play, the man himself was looking directly into the camera. He seemed tired — perhaps troubled as a result of the furor caused by his previous lecture. Ben wondered whether this video had been filmed later, but despite its similar grainy footage and mono sound, there was no way he could tell for sure.


    As the professor began to speak, Ben shivered, honored to have even the illusion of the great man speaking to him.


    Behind the professor stood a flip chart with an equation on it.


    “Energy. We all have learned in high school physics about the law of conservation of energy, which states that the total amount of energy in an isolated system remains constant over time. Energy can neither be created nor destroyed. In other words: We don’t make energy; we just move it around and change its form.”


    With sparkling eyes, the professor sat back in his chair.


    “What if life itself works the same way?”


    Ben was all ears.


    “Many believe we all have a spirit — a soul, if you will. This is a universal concept across all cultures and major religions throughout the world. Now souls and spirits are not something we can measure. But consider this: In ancient times, they couldn’t measure energy either, and nevertheless energy existed. Who’s to say that life spirits do not exist just because they can’t be measured at this present time? Science and religion have now merged to become one. My research will prove the conservation of life to be a newly proposed law of physics. This law states that there is a fixed amount of life in this world. In order for something to live, something else must die. All life forms are included — from the tiniest insect to fish, animals, trees, plants and people. If you think of it, today’s news is often filled with random, everyday tragedies — fires, car accidents, pandemics, wars and disease. But what if everything isn’t quite as it seemed? What if those tragedies weren’t random at all? As beings, we need other life to survive. Our very existence in fact depends on trading life for life. Plants feed animals. Animals feed animals. Plants and animals feed people. Like energy, life is getting exchanged all the time.”


    Ben thought to himself what a radical idea Professor Barnard was proposing. No wonder he was universally shunned — his theory would completely change people’s understanding of the laws of nature, physics and religion itself.


    “That’s where the Balancers come in,” Professor Barnard continued. “Balancers are people with the skill to transfer life at will. They can move life between the living. They can save or destroy, heal or wound.”


    Ben took a breath and paused the video. The way Professor Barnard said it, it all made so much sense. Ben’s mind was racing, his synapses fusing thoughts and theories together.


    Then he had a further thought.


    Ben clicked back to the WBN website and clicked on the image of the flowers outside Evergreen Hospital. A father dies and his son’s health improves? Could this be the result of a Balancer?


    Even without looking into it in detail, Ben felt confident that Barnard’s theory was true. He just knew it.


    He was also willing to bet Nicole had something to do with all of this.


    If only he could persuade her to trust him, he could show her all of this. Truth was, she’d need all the friends she could get, because if Barnard was right and others found out about her, Nicole could be in real danger. There were powerful people who would surely stop at nothing to have somebody like Nicole at their side.


    She was in way over her head.

  


  
    Now Don’t Get All Happy


    The shopping center, playground and familiar blocks of her neighborhood zoomed by the bus window, and Nicole ignored them all. Although she had promised her mom that she would go straight home, Nicole hadn’t been able to fight her desperation to see Amy. So her legs had subconsciously carried her body off the bus at Amy’s stop.


    She had walked the length of Amy’s street and was approaching the home of her best friend since kindergarten. Her feet pounded the asphalt as excitedly as her heart was pounding. She was ready to break the story about Ethan that would change their lives forever.


    Nicole had gotten fed up with her friend-finder app drawing a blank on Amy’s whereabouts, and she had concluded that Amy had turned off the app, clearly not wanting to be traced. Well, today Nicole was going to find Amy herself.


    The Madigans’ two-story house had that vacant feel about it that very lively homes sometimes have when their owners aren’t home. Other than Troy’s bike and football abandoned out front, there was very little sign that they’d even gotten up that morning.


    For a home where someone was supposedly resting, it was very strange that there were no sounds from the TV or other signs of life. Amy wasn’t a big reader, either, and she’d surely by now exhausted all of the week’s celebrity gossip magazines that Nicole had sent her.


    After no answer to the doorbell, Nicole tried an old trick. Throwing the stray football around the side of the house, she scored a direct hit on Amy’s window. The windowpane clashed, shaking in its frame. Nicole suddenly had the awful thought that she might have broken it. But, as usual, it had held, and she caught the ball as it bounced back down.


    Before she could try again, Amy’s neighbor, Mrs. Jessica, caught her attention.


    “Don’t you teens carry phones these days?”


    Nicole turned to find a familiar and kind face.


    “Hey, Mrs. Jessica.”


    “You want some of these?” The old lady held out a handful of freshly picked peaches from her garden.


    “Sure, thanks.” Eating peaches — such a simple thing — seemed a million miles away from Nicole’s world right now. Still, the fruit was good and a welcome boost from the morning’s drama. It occurred to Nicole that she hadn’t eaten yet, and her stomach felt suddenly empty.


    “This year’s crop’s a bit sweeter. A good summer,” the graying lady added with a sweetness in her eyes.


    She’d lived next door to the Madigans ever since Amy was born, and she insisted on being called by her first name. However, that had clashed with other parents being called “Mrs. This” and “Mr. That,” and so the moniker “Mrs. Jessica” had stuck. She was at times a force to be reckoned with, and at others all sweetness and light. Years of knowing her hadn’t given the girls any greater insight into when they could expect either mood swing. Nicole suspected she threw a pair of dice each morning to decide.


    “You’re looking for Amy, I guess?”


    Nicole nodded.


    “Heard a few cars earlier on today and they all went off. That boy’s been hanging around some. The senator’s son. You might check there,” she added, unsubtly.


    “OK.”


    “Seems a pity if you ask me. Old friends fighting over a boy.”


    Nicole was confused. “Is that what she said?”


    The delighted look on Mrs. Jessica’s face made her immediately regret her response. Nicole should know better. Amy would neither think nor say such a thing.


    The old lady shrugged, bit into a peach and headed back indoors.


    Nicole was fuming.


    Drake Jennings.


    She decided to take the walk back to her house. The fresh air might do her some good.


    Nicole regretted doubting Amy and especially giving the nosy Mrs. Jessica more fuel for her gossipy fire. Why hadn’t Amy said something? Maybe she’d gotten tired of making excuses to Nicole about how she couldn’t hang out as much as they used to. Maybe she figured being Drake’s girlfriend was the way to get noticed now that she was in Nicole’s shadow.


    Well, Nicole had been in Amy’s shadow for the twelve years they’d known each other, and maybe it was about time the tables turned!


    This combative train of thought took Nicole the full twenty-minute walk to her street, and it was only by a stray glance that she realized she was close to home.


    Nicole turned a corner and looked up toward the hilly crest of the street to her house. Then she saw something that chilled her to the bone.


    A police car was parked outside of her house.


    Had the hospital figured it out? Did the paramedics spot something strange about how she had acted? If so, maybe she could turn around and walk away before being noticed. She would need to buy enough time to think so she could work out what to do next.


    It was time for some fast calculations.


    Could the hospital have gotten to her so fast?


    She checked her smartphone.


    Three missed calls from her mom.


    Nicole felt panic creeping into her body as the possibilities all began to arrive in her mind at once.


    There was no time to call her mom back now. Evidently she had been concerned enough to call, but there was no voicemail message. What did that mean?


    Nicole craned her neck to get a better view of the cop car.


    There was a good chance the cop hadn’t seen her yet. Maybe she could just casually walk away in the other direction now. Deciding quickly, she turned around and headed the opposite way. She gasped in shock as she suddenly came face to face with a familiar figure. It was Officer G.


    “Well, hello there. We meet again.”


    Nicole was speechless for a few moments. The officer watched her expression, amusedly.


    “Nice weather for a walk, eh?”


    “Uh, yeah.”


    ‘Yeah’? Brilliant. That’ll convince him.


    “Mind if I walk with you back to my car?”


    Nicole nodded.


    They began to walk. Nicole focused all of her energy on putting one foot in front of the other and trying not to let her rising anxiety get the better of her. It was crucial to seem as normal as possible to Officer G., but she realized this was a big thing to ask of herself right now. She didn’t do well under this kind of pressure.


    Let this be over quickly.


    “Pardon me for saying, but you look kind of … like you’ve seen a ghost.”


    “Oh, I … I remembered I forgot something.”


    “Back at the hospital?”


    Nicole’s insides froze.


    “Your mom said you were there.”


    “Yeah.”


    Officer G. nodded.


    They were closing in on his patrol car now. Nicole hoped this would turn out to be just a simple stroll back to his car, but she had seen enough cop shows to know that things probably weren’t going to be that straight forward.


    Sure enough, when they reached his car, he leaned against the passenger door looking every bit like he was going nowhere fast. He also took out his notepad.


    Nicole could feel the tension rising almost to a breaking point as she struggled to look calm.


    “Lemme level with you, Nicole. I’ve been doing the rounds and talking to folks on this street.”


    Street?


    The flood of relief that took over Nicole then practically made her sink to her knees. This had nothing to do with Mr. Geller and the hospital.


    “Oh?” she croaked unconvincingly. It wasn’t time for celebrations yet. If a police officer was investigating here, then she could guess what it was really about. “Oh, right …”


    Officer G.’s face clouded over a little, somewhat disappointed at Nicole’s reaction. Something about his tone changed. He became more official, both in his voice and his stance.


    “Lady who lives in that house had her front yard done over something terrible. You saw that?”


    “Sure. Everybody saw it. It looked awful.” Nicole had to stop herself from saying any more — offering too much would mean she’d look suspicious.


    “Did you see anything around that time? Anything suspicious or different? Anyone unusual moving around her yard at night?”


    Nicole shook her head.


    “I didn’t see anything, Officer G.”


    This wasn’t an actual lie.


    “Funny. I’ve been asking around, and no one else here saw a darned thing either. When we went through her property with a fine-toothed comb, it was the same story. No footprints, no DNA traces, no witnesses, no one heard a ruckus overnight. When did it happen? How could it happen? Yet just look at it … Man!” He rolled his eyes. “It would’ve taken a while to create that unholy mess. So many mysteries right here.”


    He moved closer to Nicole.


    “Lots of questions without answers. Apart from one — the why. Seems the why is pretty clear to just about everybody ’round here.”


    Nicole suppressed a smile. Officer G.’s tone was warming up again.


    “She seems to think you’ve got something to do with it.”


    “Really?”


    “Oh, yeah.” He nodded at Mrs. Truman’s window. True to form, the curtains twitched. The venomous lady was watching everything Officer G. was saying to Nicole.


    “Yeah, well, she’s always on me for something.”


    “Don’t take a cop with my experience to see that.”


    Nicole looked at the ground.


    “So, let me tell you where I’m at. I figure, how can the young lady who so selflessly saved a child and a dog from a fire be the same young lady who callously ruined her nasty neighbor’s front yard? Now, I saw those first two incidents. It just doesn’t add up.”


    Nicole wasn’t sure whether he was hinting at anything. She tried to keep her expression neutral.


    Then he leaned in closer. “I only hope the old lady can’t lip read. Now don’t get all happy on me. Just nod your head and look concerned, and go have yourself a nice weekend. Thanks for your time.”


    With that, Officer G. offered a gruff smile and got back into his car and pulled away.


    Phew.


    That had been too close a call. Luckily Nicole’s reputation had preceded her, because her monosyllabic responses were seriously suspicious. Fact was, she wasn’t used to being the one getting into trouble. That was Amy’s job, and times like these highlighted the fact that things just weren’t the same without her. Besides, what fun was performing miracles without a best friend to tell her how awesome it was?

  


  
    At the Gates


    Nicole drummed her fingers nervously on the steering wheel, wondering whether her plan would work. Well, her dad always said you never know unless you tried. So she drove up and pressed the intercom button.


    “Hello … It’s Nicole Aaronson, a friend of Drake and Amy from school. I was just in the area and wanted to say hi.” Over the speaker she heard the muffled voices of the security staff debating her request to enter.


    At last, the imposing wrought-iron gates opened to let Nicole onto the driveway of the Jennings’ family home. Putting her foot down on the accelerator, Nicole cruised toward the sizeable mansion in Great Falls.


    On the drive over, she had rehearsed the upcoming conversation in her head about a dozen times. She half expected Amy to be lounging by the pool. A couple of her imagined interruptions began with crazed finger pointing and an “AHA!” that resulted in Amy toppling off of her lounge chair, spilling her drink and then falling into the pool.


    Eventually, as she pulled up to the house, Nicole had decided that she would appeal genuinely to her best friend. She had bought tickets for the Jenna Kidd concert a while ago, and she remembered how excited they had both been at the prospect of one of their favorite singers coming to play at the Patriot Center nearby. In fact, Amy had jumped around on her bed screaming and waving her arms around when she’d heard Jenna was coming.


    As Nicole turned off her car engine, she held the tickets in her hand and considered her next steps. However annoyed Amy felt about all of the attention Nicole had been getting, it couldn’t ruin their friendship? Could it?


    She clambered out of the car, shut the door a little too hard, and approached the house.


    Drake opened the front door before Nicole could knock. He was dressed smartly, ready to go someplace important.


    “Hey.” He gave her a smile and a quick hug. “What brings you here? We were just on our way out.”


    “Oh,” Nicole stammered. This wasn’t how it was meant to go. “I just want to talk to her for five minutes?”


    “Who?”


    “Amy.”


    Drake looked at Nicole curiously. She felt his ice-blue eyes flicker over her, almost as if he were making sure she was genuine.


    “Well, that’s kinda awkward …” he began. Impatience was reaching critical mass in Nicole, though, and she’d had enough of being brushed aside.


    She pushed past Drake and into the foyer of the Jennings’ massive home.


    “Amy? It’s Nicole. We need to talk!”


    Her words reverberated around the hallways and up the sweeping staircase. No answer, so she repeated her cry. “Amy!”


    No reply again.


    Staring all around her, Nicole felt a creeping sense of horror pass over her as her words were met with further silence. There was no sign of Amy behind Drake, no call back downstairs.


    Drake closed the door behind him.


    “Come on in,” he remarked uncomfortably. He was no longer happy about Nicole’s interruption to his day.


    “She’s not here?”


    Drake gave a little laugh. “She hasn’t been here, period.”


    Nicole couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


    “But I thought you’d been on dates? Last Saturday? The one before?”


    Drake’s annoyance was now tinged with surprise. He shook his head. “We went on two dates after school started and then she didn’t want to meet with me after class or return my calls or emails. I figured she wanted to leave it at that, so I backed off.”


    Nicole’s mind raced, recalling the number of times Amy had made the excuse that she was catching up with Drake. But here he was saying he hadn’t heard from her in a while.


    “I guess you haven’t seen her either?”


    “No,” Nicole shook her head, astounded.


    This was way too weird. If Amy hadn’t been with Drake all this time, what had she been doing?


    “That’s strange.”


    “I know.”


    Nicole and Drake exchanged concerned looks.


    Just then, Drake’s formidable father, Senator Jennings, appeared, breaking the confused silence. He jogged down the staircase, as smartly dressed as Drake, and slapped his son on the shoulders.


    “Five minutes, buddy. At least that’s what I’ve been told. Hey, there. I’m Campbell Jennings.”


    He held out his hand for Nicole to shake.


    “This is Nicole. The girl from the campgrounds,” Drake said.


    The senator’s face lit up.


    “Well, if it isn’t SuperNix in my home! It sure is an honor.” He re-shook Nicole’s hand in genuine respect and admiration. “I didn’t know you guys were friends.”


    The senator looked between the pair of them, almost hopefully.


    “I was just …” Nicole grasped for a response.


    “We have a project together at school,” Drake covered smoothly.


    “Oh. Well, Nicole, I’m sorry if you had plans, but you’ll have to forgive us. We have a family gathering to get to. Drake’s mother is still, shall we say, in prep, but …” — he turned his head toward the second floor and switched on his distinguished and loud senator voice — “in just FIVE MINUTES we have to be LEAVING!”


    Drake and Nicole smirked. It was clear the Jennings were in a hurry, and Nicole took that as her obvious cue to exit.


    “Well, we’ll just have to work on that project another time. Bye, Drake, Senator.”


    Drake nodded. Nicole knew he wanted to know as much as she did about what was really happening with Amy, but this wasn’t the time or place to mention it.


    As she beat a hasty retreat back to her car, Nicole made a mental note to text her mom about getting home late.


    She was going to park in front of Amy’s house and wait all weekend if she had to. Something was up with Amy. Something very suspicious.

  


  
    Being Amy Madigan


    Nicole woke up abruptly to the sound of frantic rapping on her car window.


    She was startled and suddenly afraid. For a moment, she had no idea where she was.


    Then she remembered.


    Amy’s house.


    It had gotten dark since she’d been waiting for Amy to return from wherever she’d been, and the dark blue of the evening sky cast shadows everywhere.


    “Nix?”


    Amy’s face appeared at the driver’s side window, illuminated by the streetlamps, her expression filled with concern. Nicole unlocked the door and started to get out, but instead of waiting, Amy crossed to the passenger side and got in.


    As she sat down, Amy glanced quickly across at Nicole, shut the door, and then stared straight ahead without saying a word.


    Amy seemed drawn and tired and for once at a loss for words.


    Odd.


    Nicole wasn’t sure what to do with all of the silence in the car. Still feeling tired, she rubbed her eyes and yawned to try to break the ice.


    There was so much to say.


    “How long have you been here?”


    “Um …” Nicole glanced at the car clock. “A few hours.”


    Amy nodded. She played with her hands nervously. Nicole couldn’t remember a time she’d seen her friend this way.


    “What’s going on, Ames?”


    Her friend let out a sigh, fighting back tears.


    “Don’t tell me it’s about Drake. I went to see him. Why did you lie to me?”


    Amy shrugged and then burst into tears.


    Nicole moved across to hold her close, and felt her body — thinner than usual — racked with sobs. It was very plain now that this wasn’t about Nicole hogging all of the attention, or Drake, or even the state of their friendship.


    “It’ll be OK. Whatever it is,” Nicole offered. She felt her best friend shake her head. “Tell me,” she urged.


    Amy sat back. “I don’t know how to say it.”


    “Well, that’s a first!”


    Amy smiled finally and laughed through her tears. Then a look of deep sadness harrowed her lively features.


    “I’m ill, Nix.”


    Nicole felt her heart sink.


    “What — what is it?”


    “After the wildfire, there was some … the paramedics found some bruising all over me. Way too much for what we had gone through. First the police had some questions for my mom, which was a total … waste. So once all that was over, they took me to the hospital to run some tests, and then I found out.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “It’s leukemia.”


    Nicole held on to her best friend again. The pair clutched each other, as though for dear life.


    “Are you in pain?” she asked, remembering the agony of Mr. Geller.


    “Sometimes.”


    Amy sat back, wiping her eyes. “They’re looking for bone marrow donors. I’m on a list, but I’m an awkward blood group — as well as being an awkward everything else!” Amy gave a bitter laugh. “I’d just started dating Drake, and then I found out. And even though I know I can tell you anything, I totally couldn’t tell you this. Cuz when I say it to you, you get all emotional and then it becomes real.”


    Nicole looked deep into her friend’s green eyes. There wasn’t as much sparkle as usual. Just sadness. Yet somewhere in there, she could detect the relief of finally being known.


    Nicole thought back to the past few weeks and all of those silences and how she’d been concerned that Amy was drifting away. Those fears were unfounded. It had nothing to do with Nicole.


    But then excitement coursed through Nicole’s veins until she couldn’t contain herself. She held her best friend’s hands, and the news came tumbling out.


    She told Amy all about her week of indecision over whether to ignore her powers. How she had wrestled with her conscience, thought it all through, and how today, she had used her powers to trade places between father and son. She spoke very simply of how Ethan’s father had asked her to save his son. She would save the details and the intense feelings for another time. The facts were what she needed to express now.


    Nicole offered the prospect of doing this for Amy. However poorly and upset Amy might feel now, she could fix that. Nicole was going to guarantee that Amy had picked the best friend she could have possibly hoped for that day in the kindergarten.


    Nicole looked for an equally excited reaction from her best friend with a beam on her face.


    But Amy didn’t smile back.


    “That’s amazing, Nix.”


    “For you as well,” Nicole urged.


    But Amy shook her head. “No. I don’t want something to die so I could live.”


    “Don’t be insane! A lake full of fish for a man — a fair swap, you said!”


    “Is it that simple? What if somebody was swimming in that lake nearby?”


    “All right. Off the top of my head, then, let’s pick a zoo full of animals. Or the woods.”


    “What if a zookeeper is working late that night? Or what if there’s a hiker or camper? What if you killed them, too? It just seems like the more seriously damaged the life is, the more life you have to suck from around you. And I’m pretty damaged right now.”


    “OK, don’t be ridiculous. We can do this!”


    “But we’re still not sure how this all works. You kinda took a big risk with Ethan. I know it seemed to work exactly as it was supposed to, but is it safe? Does the effect last? I’m not sure we’re qualified to play God.”


    “So … you think I did the wrong thing?”


    “That’s not what I’m saying. You granted Mr. Geller his wish. Look, Nix, if God said, ‘I gotta go run some errands — which one of you girls wants to watch the world for me while I’m gone?’ I’d point to you in a heartbeat. But you were right to be cautious. If you saved me and somebody else got hurt, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself!”


    The ferocity of Amy’s argument had worn Nicole out, and she let out a wearied sigh. Exhausted, they both stared down at the floor of the car.


    “You really have thought this through,” Nicole remarked sadly.


    “It’s all I’ve been able to think about. I mean, how ironic! My best friend has the power to save me, but I don’t want it.”


    Nicole understood, but part of her wouldn’t give in. “There must be some way.”


    “Until you can explain to me how I get saved without harming another person, please don’t do anything. I need you to promise me.”


    “Amy …” Nicole searched her mind for a way to persuade her. “… But it’ll be my fault if something happens. Not yours. I’m the one deciding.”


    “Please. Just promise me you won’t use your power on me. Just because the responsibility is yours doesn’t make it any easier for me. I still won’t be able to live with myself. Or at least wait until you know how it all works.”


    “But that could take months or years or never. I don’t think there’s a book on this thing.”


    “I know you want to do the right thing. But please don’t.”


    It was both a command and a threat for Nicole. She tried to take it in, but found herself losing the will to continue persuading. What was the use of having this power if she wasn’t allowed to save the person she loved most of all?


    Silence reigned in the car once more.


    Amy dried her eyes. “I do feel better for telling you, though!” she blurted out. “To think, I was so scared about it all this time.”


    Nicole offered her a sad smile.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before.”


    “Well, I knew there was something wrong, but this …”


    “I got so sick of pretending! All that arm flapping, man, I tell you — being Amy Madigan is tiring!”


    Nicole laughed. It was all so bittersweet. She dug in her pockets and brought out the concert tickets.


    “You got them? Awesome!” Amy exclaimed, her eyes sparking up a little.


    Nicole ripped the set of tickets in half and gave Amy hers. Instinctively, Amy hugged her.


    Amy’s hands felt a little clammy, and her hold wasn’t as strong as usual. But, Nicole thought, Amy didn’t have to be strong anymore. She could be strong enough for the both of them.


    “I gotta head in. Mom’s orders.” With a wink and a muted wave, Amy clambered out of the car and headed indoors. Watching her go, Nicole felt a wave of emotion pass through her.


    Think, Nicole. Think!


    She needed help to save Amy, and she knew of a good place to start. After a pause, Nicole started her car, pulled out of the driveway and headed home.


    Moments later, a black Suburban hidden behind a large hedge a couple hundred yards away pulled out silently behind her.


    It would follow Nicole’s red Nissan wherever it went.

  


  
    Peace With Donuts


    After a Saturday full of schoolwork, Ben had been looking forward to spending all of Sunday doing research. He was hoping to write up the latest on the PDF file DuBois had sent him and then email his follow-up questions. But Ben hadn’t wanted to bombard the professor; he knew he had a habit of doing that, so instead, he’d written down whatever had cropped up along the way. Later he would edit the final batch into what he hoped would be an eloquent document of intelligent questions.


    After a hurried breakfast, he headed up to his bedroom. His mom always worried that he spent too much time alone, so she tried to include him in whatever she was doing. Ben had declined his mom’s invitation to join her and the new boyfriend for a baseball game, however. Sadly, the new addition to his family unit had only furthered Ben’s alienation.


    Just as he sat down at his desk, the doorbell rang. As usual, his sister’s footsteps could be heard padding downstairs, and Ben anticipated shrieks and laughter. Instead there was a low murmur of brief conversation, so Ben assumed it was for his mom.


    Moments later, there was a knock on his bedroom door.


    Confused, Ben got up to answer. His sister stood looking as alarmed and perplexed as he felt.


    “Two … girls are here to see you,” she could hardly get the words out.


    Girls?


    “I double-checked. They’re at the right house, and it’s you they want to see,” she added. “Also, they brought doughnuts?”


    Ben nodded, shocked.


    “I’d hurry if I were you, before they change their minds!” She slipped back into her room, leaving Ben stupefied. He suspected his Sunday plans were about to disappear out the window — but in a good way. Sure enough, two minutes later, a suddenly nervous Ben was leading Nicole and Amy into his bedroom.


    Or rather, his operations room.


    The pair stood in awed silence, observing the scale of work Ben had achieved. Nicole gazed all around her as she took in the sight. Posters upon posters were pinned to the walls. Strings were now fixed between ideas, linking up Ben’s theories.


    Amy gave a low whistle but managed to keep a lid on the smart-ass comments forming in her mind about the state of the room and the supreme nerdiness of Ben’s research. Keeping quiet was not a minor feat for Amy; there were about a million insulting things that were sitting on the tip of her tongue. But Nicole had wisely muzzled her friend with a promise to be nice before they had knocked.


    Ben fully expected a wave of insults and wouldn’t have been offended if Amy had sent a few zingers his way. But he noted that Amy seemed a little off her game today.


    In the middle of the room, Nicole caught her breath as she glimpsed the one word that suddenly made everything fit into place.


    “Balancer?” She fixed her gaze directly on Ben.


    Ben nodded. “It’s what they’re … you’re …called.”


    He showed her Professor Barnard’s PDF printout and she glanced down at the paper, which was entitled “The Fifth Element.” Nicole quickly flipped through it, and it revealed to her an altogether different way of viewing the world.


    Ben had a stack of research that supported variations of Barnard’s theories. He had singled out a second paper from a forest ecologist at the University of Montana that described the limits of the globe’s finite plant life. There was actually a fixed “planetary boundary” that could not be crossed, according to the ecologist. In other words, the planet had a fixed amount of life to go around, and nothing man could do could change that.


    Now, when Nicole thought about it, it was exactly what she had been doing all this time — neither creating nor destroying life, but merely moving life from one living thing and weighing it up against another. A delicate balance.


    “May I?” Nicole indicated she wanted to skim the PDF alone.


    “Sure, sure! Make yourselves at home!” Ben over-enthusiastically gathered the clothes from his bed and offered what seating he had. He removed a carryout container here, a half-drained glass there, kicked a T-shirt under the bed. The room was almost presentable.


    Amy chose to sit cross-legged on an empty spot on the floor.


    “These are for you.” Nicole handed across the package of fresh doughnuts. “It’s kind of a peace offering. I’m sorry for ignoring your emails. And for what I said outside the cafeteria. I realize you were only trying to help.”


    Ben shrugged. This was truly a day of surprises.


    “I didn’t know what to do with what I had in me. I wasn’t sure if I could trust you.”


    “So what’s changed?” This was pretty fast for Ben.


    “I know you’ve done a lot of work, and it’s come to a point now where I need to play catch-up. Actually, we need your help. It’s kind of a matter of life and death.”


    That was more than enough for Ben, who took his place on the floor with the girls and tore open the package of doughnuts.


    An hour later, after his visitors had seen all there was of the Professor Barnard videos and Ben had explained as best he could about the Balancer and the Fountain of Youth, Nicole was relieved that she had decided to see Ben. It was clear he was somebody who had been watching her back all along. With the state of things, she could use all the help she could get.


    The idea of the fifth element was extraordinary but made so much sense. Ever since Nicole had realized she could wield life this way, it had raised some pretty big ethical problems for her. It reminded her of the old question: If there is a God, how come there’s death and wars and famine? Well, Barnard’s theory had an answer for that.


    It was all about balance. Animal sacrifices had played such an important part in nearly every culture, and that in turn all seemed to point to a greater force out there that must be answered to and compensated. If there was only a fixed amount of life in the world, then it followed that each person would get a certain portion allotted — some more or less than others. In order to accommodate births, there must be deaths. Even the seasons reflected it — how could there be a spring without a fall? Light without darkness?


    There was a system behind all of this life and death stuff, and there were people out there like Nicole who had the power to alter it. This was both a terrifying and comforting prospect. Nicole wasn’t alone in this awesome skill, and — Ben had reasoned — throughout history there had been Balancers like her who had been able to live a quiet life, unnoticed.


    Nicole had yet to decide whether that would be her path.


    She had instantly liked Professor Barnard too and could see why Ben was drawn to him. His eyes were warm, and her instinct told her he could be trusted. It was a shame he had disappeared off the radar. However helpful his ex-colleague DuBois had been, it was clear Barnard was the real deal.


    Ben had explained — somewhat over-excitedly — his own theories about what had happened in the wildfire. He asked Nicole whether she could remember similar times in the past where she had done something extraordinary, and Nicole recalled the pine cone the day before the wildfire. He also asked her about Mr. Geller, and although Nicole didn’t confirm directly, Ben knew that it was her actions that had saved Ethan.


    As she looked through all of the stories surrounding the myth of the Fountain of Youth, Nicole was particularly touched by one picture. It was the 18th-century painting of a bathing pool, with withered and gnarled people entering on one side and then others leaving healthy and hearty on the other side.


    That was what Nicole had been doing, and others throughout history had been like her.


    Balancer.


    Now was the time for Nicole to ask the question she had come here to get an answer to.


    “So, does the Balancer always have to kill to restore life?”


    It was a good question. Ben considered it carefully.


    “I haven’t read anything that said it has to kill. I suspect Balancing treats life like the other ancient elements, where there must be different degrees or strengths of life. A small injury might only need a little life to cure it; a fatal injury may require an entire equal being to be sacrificed to be saved. It’s all just a theory.” Ben could tell Nicole was enjoying his theories.


    Nicole smiled. This gave her hope for Amy. Maybe, she thought, it was a little like learning any other new skill — the first strokes or movements would usually be awkward and clumsy, and only later, after the basics had been mastered, could subtlety come into play.


    “So, what now?” Amy sighed. She had half been hoping for a step-by-step guide, and with all of the research Ben had done, it seemed he wasn’t far off. “There wouldn’t happen to be a book on this, would there? Balancer for Dummies?”


    “I could ask Professor DuBois?”


    “Don’t mention Nicole, though,” Amy jumped in.


    “No, no. I won’t. I think the fewer people who know about you, the safer you are.”


    Ben noticed his last sentence caused Nicole to cringe a little.


    “I mean … the less attention you’ll draw. I can just add it to my list of questions,” he said.


    “How soon can we find out?” Nicole asked, her impatience getting the better of her.


    Ben shrugged. “He’s pretty fast. Meantime, if you want to throw people off the scent, you guys need to get back on YouTube. Hide in plain sight. You’ve got about 200 unanswered posts on there, and it looks unusual.”


    “You should know,” Amy offered lightly, and Ben blushed.


    Amy hadn’t been able to resist, having done as Nicole had ordered as best as she could up until now.


    “I’m just saying,” he offered, “if Barnard is right and the authorities know about this, if you draw any more attention to yourself, they’ll be after you. If they’re not already …”


    Nicole got up and gave a hand to Amy.


    “We’ll keep that in mind. Let’s stay in touch?”


    “OK.” Ben tried not to beam too much at this idea.


    Receiving warm thanks from Nicole, Ben saw his two new allies out of his house. His concern that his sister had overheard their discussions was alleviated as soon as he returned to his bedroom door. She stood across the landing, arms folded, staring at him with a raised-eyebrow expression. As he ignored her, she wolf-whistled, and Ben responded by slamming his door.


    He would add Nicole’s question to his list of queries and send the email to Professor DuBois later that day. It had been an exhausting talk. A record-breaking marathon of dialog for a self-proclaimed introvert. The hard work and enthusiasm he had put into his research had paid off.


    Nicole had asked for his help. She trusted him.


    Ben sat back in the spot Nicole had sat in and held the empty box of the peace offering doughnuts in his hand — proof that it had all really happened. Even though he had gotten into this with some hope of Nicole noticing him, now that she had, another newer sense had emerged.


    He suddenly felt like he was a part of something epic.

  


  
    Pink and Sparkly


    Music plays. A little riff on a piano, and then the unmistakable pop beat of Jenna Kidd.


    The video fades into Nicole’s super-organized bedroom. As the beat intensifies, Nicole and Amy bounce into the shot, dancing to the No. 1 downloaded song from the pop sensation. Amy’s hair flicking is a sight to behold, and Nicole is all smiles as she enjoys goofing around the room.


    The pair gradually gets more out of breath as they pull exaggerated lip-syncing techniques. Nicole presses the volume control on her remote and the music quiets.


    “Heyyyy!”


    “Long time no see!” Amy waves, as though the absence hadn’t been her doing.


    “This week, we’re going to be talking concert wear. Because, as you may know, Fairfax is going to be host to a very special guest next weekend in the awesome Jenna Kidd.” Nicole pulls open a poster of the pretty redhead. Amy pumps her fist with glee.


    “You might also have gathered that we’re fans?” Amy adds wryly.


    “I think she may be the only artist we agree on.” Nicole looks to Amy.


    “Her and The Killers, maybe.”


    “So, the big question: what to wear to go see Jenna?” Following Amy’s overly dramatic sweeping motion of her arm, Nicole points the camera toward her bed, where twenty or so neatly folded Jenna T-shirts adorn the covers.


    “It’s a fine line. Which shirt to go for — newest album cover or original? Cuz, like, if you want to show people that you really love your artist, then surely you have to demonstrate that you’ve been there from day one.”


    “Or you totally could’ve shopped for it on eBay,” Amy offers.


    “True. So, it’s all about the message you want to give out to others there. Cuz, if you think about it, you’re part of a community where you have this major thing in common with everyone. We all love Jenna Kidd, and she’s going be singing for us, and we’re all going to be dancing to her music.”


    Nicole looks across at Amy, who is pulling a stone-faced look of total boredom.


    “Trust Nix to create a complicated sociological analysis of a pop concert. Cuz what I’m more interested in is cuteness.” She closes in on the camera. “Cuteness, people! Which one of these babies is going to make me look cuter? Because if we get on the big screen, I wanna look fierce!”


    Amy grabs the camera and hovers over the T-shirts. “I choose … this one!” She holds up a little black top with a picture of Jenna Kidd on a red glitter background.


    Nicole laughs and picks up hers.


    “This is my favorite. It’s hot pink, and if we can get her to sign it, it’ll be a collector’s item.”


    Amy stares at the T-shirt.


    “Again? Sociological studies and economics? That’s all you can think about?”


    Nicole stares plainly back at Amy. “At least I’ve thought things through. Jenna Kidd may not be around forever, so there’s a point where it makes sense to sell my collection while it’s still worth something.”


    Amy gasps. “Sell the collection? Are you mental?” Amy grabs Bob and makes the horse aggressively nod “yes” to the camera.


    “Come on, you know I’m right.” Nicole grabs Amy’s shirt. “Take this shirt, for example. Oh, wait — I feel the value going down already.”


    “Give me that back!”


    “This worthless thing?”


    Amy jumps at Nicole and tries to wrestle the T-shirt away from her. Nicole fights back.


    A hand reaches for the remote and the music returns. The screen fades to purple, with scrawled letters.


     


    Peace Out! Ames & Nix xxx

  


  
    Just Some Field Research


    “And this girl is our prime suspect: Nicole Aaronson.” Agent Carter changed the laptop slide to show a series of images of the skinny, brunette teen onscreen at the front of the room.


    Several of the local agents were gathered in the P.R.E.S.S. briefing center of the FBI headquarters downtown to hear about their new direction in the Reston investigations.


    Carter felt right at home here. The Information Dominance Center was a mecca of modern office technology. The walls were lined with flat-screen televisions. Futuristic chairs created by the same designer who fashioned sets for the blockbuster Alien movies were generously spaced throughout the room, including a one-of-a-kind Command chair with a gazillion adjustments, buttons, and countless LCD screens. A curved control panel in the center of the long conference table was completely covered with touch-sceens from edge-to-edge and looked as though it could have been teleported from the bridge of the Star Trek Enterprise. To top it all off, the room had a state-of-the-art sound system that would project Carter’s voice clearly and with authority. The room represented nothing but the best for the FBI’s premier clandestine unit responsible for protecting the security of the United States in sometimes unorthodox ways. In the wake of September 11, no taxpayer expense had been spared to safeguard the nation’s citizens. It was moments like these — when Carter held the attention of some his country’s finest minds — that he knew he had found his calling.


    “She may seem like a typical teen, but we have reason to believe she is carrying something destructive that puts this community at risk. It’s possible she doesn’t even realize she’s the cause of what’s happening, but she is the common denominator throughout all of the Reston mysteries.”


    Agent Bishop slipped out a muted laugh in the back row, which triggered a sharp glare from Agent Carter up front. Bishop held up his hand in apology.


    “We have agents following her vehicle. We’ve placed undercover agents in the school. We’re adding trackers to her car and her mother’s car. And we are in the process of putting a trace on her cell phone. The cell phone trace is taking longer than expected due to some legal problems with the phone carrier.”


    As he surveyed the agents — all of them dutifully taking notes — Carter was irritated that his partner was continuing to smile in the back row.


    “So what I need is to stay one step ahead of her. We need to know where she’s going next. We need to think like she does. And we need to be wherever she is going ahead of time to try to prevent whatever might happen next.”


    Agent Bishop’s amusement could no longer be contained, and a guffaw escaped him that inadvertently sounded like a pig’s grunt. It was a noise that couldn’t be ignored, and it caused the entire assembly to turn their heads toward him.


    “Agent Bishop, exactly what is so funny back there?”


    “Sorry, Carter. Just some field research.” Bishop cleared his throat and became more serious now. “They’ll be going to the Jenna Kidd concert at the Patriot Center tonight.”


    “And how exactly did you come about this information?” Carter asked, still ticked off.


    Bishop held up his smartphone, which was playing the latest video on AmesAndNix.com. “Because they just told everybody on the Web.”


    This kind of banter between the two veteran agents was typical, and the others in the room enjoyed their front-row seats to this event.


    Bishop continued, “The prime suspect will be wearing a hot pink concert T-shirt, and her friend will be in a black T-shirt with a red glitter background.”


    “Fine,” Carter said with a tinge of disgust through gritted teeth. He hated when his partner messed him up like this, but he knew all eyes were still on him. “Good work, Agent Bishop. Saddle up. Let’s get an observation team at the Patriot Center ASAP.”

  


  
    Let Them Eat Cake Crumbs


    Nicole finished the last of her cappuccino and reclined in her seat. The outdoor heater was doing a good job of warming her under the watery, late-afternoon sunshine, which shone orange, angular shapes across the concrete plaza.


    The plaza fountain had stopped its gurgling about an hour before, and the Reston Town Center was emptying of Sunday shoppers. The metal outdoor bistro table Nicole and her mom had been sitting at was only one of two that were occupied now.


    Her mom had been insistent on their catching up after Amy had left their afternoon get-together. The frequently postponed trip to the mall had been turned into a coffee-and-cake afternoon, but the fun had concealed a serious task. Amy had been open about her leukemia, and Nicole’s mom had wanted to check in on Nicole. She had known about Amy’s condition weeks ago, but doctor-patient confidentiality had meant she couldn’t talk about it. Amy’s refusal to share the news with her friend meant that Nicole’s mom was silenced. Like the true professional she was, she had respected Amy’s decision, even if it had made things awkward at home.


    Lots of things were now making way more sense to Nicole. She understood her mom’s previous comments in the sunroom about other people’s lives, as well as her mom and Amy’s brief conversation before the TV interview. It was funny how when you didn’t know something, the world could seem so confusing, and then when the final piece of the jigsaw puzzle you were missing turned up, the whole scene made sense.


    In a way, it was a lot like Balancing. Ben’s research had offered Nicole not just an explanation, but also a hope for other ways to use her skills. She could entertain the possibility that her life might not always exist in just black and white, but would encompass the gray areas, too.


    She wouldn’t always have to destroy to heal.


    Nicole emptied the rest of her mom’s sugar packet into her cup and toyed with the granules with her teaspoon. Her mom had returned to a shop to pick up a dress she’d debated buying in the sale, and she’d left Nicole with a coffee and promised to return shortly. That was ten minutes ago, and now Nicole wished she’d brought a book.


    A fluttering nearby drew her attention to a flock of pigeons. They were gathering to scavenge the leftover muffin crumbs and café scrapings.


    One in particular was flapping its wings to very little effect. Upon closer inspection, Nicole could see that its wing had been damaged and it was also hobbling in a rather pathetic way. Its cooing capacity was undiminished, however. A sign said not to feed the birds, but Nicole threw the bird a few of the cake crumbs on her plate, and its excited hoots alerted the flock.


    The weak pigeon was quickly pecked out of the way. Nicole thought she saw it stoop a little as it shuffled off while all of the other pigeons noisily scrabbled for the crumbs.


    Then she had an idea.


    It may be a bit premature, but with so few people around and a large number of test subjects, now seemed the perfect opportunity for an experiment.


    Checking to make sure her mom still hadn’t emerged from the shop, Nicole knew she had time.


    She observed all of the healthy pigeons cooing happily around the sickly bird. She felt the contentedness of each of the birds, and then the sadness of the injured bird that could only hobble.


    In her mind’s eye, she saw each bird take a run up across the plaza and then very slowly flap its wings and lift. As the first one began to run, she imagined removing a feather from its wing. The bird felt a little jab — like a scratch of a fingernail on skin — but still it flew. The next one took a run up and, once more, Nicole’s invisible fingers plucked out a feather. The third, the fourth, the fifth — the same, and their feathers formed a neat pile on the ground.


    Then she imagined that the injured bird had stepped into position and was preparing itself for a run up. All of a sudden, the feathers rose up in the air and planted themselves in its injured wings, one by one. This startled the bird, but soon its wings felt heavier, in a good way — like a warm blanket on a cold night.


    Its wings began to flap. Its legs were suddenly healthy again, and it let out a coo.


    All of a sudden, Nicole realized she was no longer imagining this bird.


    Sure enough, she looked down to find the pigeon was restored to full health. It jerked its head around, as if taking in its newness. Its feet were healed, and its wings as downy and sleek as those of the others in its flock.


    “Hey!” Nicole heard her mom call and beckon her over.


    When she looked back, she saw that the flock had moved away.


    As she stood up and scraped her chair back, the formerly feeble pigeon beat its wings a few times and majestically took flight. It hovered and flapped above her like it was rejoicing and thanking her.


    Nicole beamed as the bird swooped away and above the plaza rooftops along with its flock — the entire pigeon flock. Nobody was left behind, and none looked worse for the wear for her Balancing.


    Most importantly, all were alive.


    Nicole greeted her mom with a grin and gave her a big, unexpected hug.


    She had done it.


    Now she had a plan, and if it worked, it would mean she could save her best friend after all.

  


  
    The Chosen Ones


    Nicole took in the excited buzz of the concertgoers in the Patriot Center, now only minutes away from Jenna Kidd taking the stage. The last of the long queues of fans were finally being let in. The beat of the music from the sound system pounded across the enormous indoor arena.


    Large screens to the sides of the stage projected the neons, bright pinks and glittery silvers of Jenna Kidd’s music videos across the faces of her audience. The last time Nicole had been here was for a basketball match, and the arena had been transformed both by the heart-stopping lighting effects and Jenna Kidd’s fans. It seemed that the thousands of people here had all opted for various Jenna T-shirts, and so the auditorium was a sea of color and light.


    The stage lights swung ’round to spotlight the corner of the stage, and a rush of excitement rippled across the floor, up the railings and into the higher seats where Nicole and Amy were sitting. The friends exchanged excited glances as the arena lights began to dim.


    The bass drum of Jenna’s big hit began to resonate though the Center, and it felt like it was shaking Nicole’s rib cage. Beside her, Amy was tapping her feet with a huge grin on her face, energized by the atmosphere and the music. It warmed Nicole’s heart to see Amy this way; the past week at school had been particularly hard for her best friend, who had battled fatigue by spending an unusual amount of time hanging out in the library. It was a sign of just how much things had changed, as the library used to be the last place Nicole would find Amy. Nicole recalled how concerned her mom had been for Amy, asking Nicole to keep a special eye on her. If there were any significant signs of weakness, Nicole was to bring them both straight home.


    But Nicole was preparing to help Amy in a far bigger way than that. She felt nervous at the thought of what she was planning to do. Even though she had tried it out successfully in the pigeon experiment, Amy was a considerable step up from a bird.


    Could it be possible? Were her fledgling powers enough to perform such a subtle Balance? Was she being selfish to even try? Nicole remembered the intensity of the feeling that had been required to trade places between Ethan and Mr. Geller, and she would be careful to steer clear of that. The main question was who to target. It had to be the strongest people who had excess life to spare. But whom should she choose?


    Suddenly, the big screens beamed out a numerical countdown, and the excitement in the crowd began to build to a dizzying degree.


    Five, four, three, two, one …


    A crescendo of noise blew up all around, momentarily deafening the beat of the bass drum as the ecstatic audience greeted their pop star. Jenna danced onto the stage and was everything Nicole had expected her to be. Her diminutive form somehow filled the whole room. She was bigger than life — iridescent, full of spark and vitality, and the brightest light in a room packed with energy.


    “Hey, Virginia!” Jenna shouted, and she held her microphone out to receive the reply.


    The audience yelled back, united in its welcome.


    Nicole shouted along with Amy as they held out their hands and waved.


    The atmosphere was electric as Jenna began her first song. Her exuberance was infectious, and Nicole and Amy were soon jumping up and down to the music.


    Peace, love, remembering you and me …


    Despite the irresistible chords of her favorite song, however, Nicole found herself stepping away from the moment and becoming an observer to her world. It felt a little like the slowing of time when accidents happen. She was vividly aware of the colors all around her and the infinitesimal details of her fellow Jenna fans.


    Down in front of the stage, the sea of people rippled like ocean waves, intensified by the music. For a moment, Nicole felt this could be anytime in the past, present or future. Suddenly, the wave of people in the floor sections looked like the ancient healing pool from a thousand years ago. Nicole remembered the Fountain of Youth bathers in the 18th-century painting Ben had shown her. She recalled how those entering the pool were gnarled and ill, joining the many reclining people happy to be bathing in the waters, while the people who had been rejuvenated were climbing out the other side.


    The sounds around her echoed and morphed as her vision would blur and then sharpen. Nicole felt a tingling that resonated from her heart into her hands that she had never felt before. It was as if she had the power of the entire arena in her fingertips. She could feel life. She was omnipotent.


    Jenna played song after song after song. For Nicole, moments of sheer ecstasy intermingled with the sense of the music passing right through her, leaving her in a haze of addictive power that was like nothing else she had ever experienced. Jenna played another song, and then another. The colors, lights and beating bass …


    Then all of the flashing lights in the arena suddenly darkened and the music stopped. Nicole snapped out of her hallucination and, for a moment, was disoriented and unable to rejoin a world out of focus. A spotlight appeared center stage, and she saw Jenna seated quietly at the piano, starting a beautiful acoustic ballad from her latest album.


    Nicole looked at her phone and saw it was past 10 p.m. already. Ninety minutes had passed in a flash. What had she been thinking?


    The show was going to end soon!


    Nicole looked over at Amy, who had tears in her eyes at Jenna’s bittersweet ballad of love and loss that seemed somehow to speak to her own experience, as if the singer had known every detail.


    The piano ballad ended, and Jenna left the stage to rapturous applause. She has to come back, willed Nicole. Surely she must come back.


    I need more time.


    The crowd kept up the thunderous applause, begging Jenna to come out for an encore. Louder and louder. Nicole looked over, and although Amy looked tired, she was still smiling and clapping with the audience, who was now chanting Jenna’s name over and over like they were casting some spell that would make her return.


    Of course there would be an encore, but Nicole now realized she had wasted away most of the show in some other dimension. Back in this world, with maybe one or two songs left, she was running out of time. As expected, the bass beats started up again, and Jenna re-appeared on stage. The entire crowd was back on its feet again. It had to be now or never. But Nicole still had to figure out whom she should choose.


    Jenna began to sing again and raised her hands above her head, clapping. The audience repeated her action, and the whole arena seemed suddenly to be waving in unison. Then Jenna moved to those closest by her in front of the stage and jumped lightly on her feet. Then, as the arms below stopped clapping and prepared to support her for her trademark stage dive, it occurred to Nicole.


    Of course, the mosh pit.


    As Nicole clapped to the beat, she stood on tiptoe to get a better view of those who were standing in the section directly in front of the stage just at the moment Jenna leapt. The fans underneath supported her effortlessly. Security guards primed at the railings looked on to direct any over-enthusiastic fans away from the pop star, or to pull out anyone caught in the crush. Nicole knew from her own experience that anyone down there in the mosh pit was prepared to dance nonstop the entire show.


    Those in the standing section at the front of the stage were the most energetic and youthful people. They had to be in order to dance, jump, sing and withstand the crushing force of the crowd moving to the rhythm of the music. Of all those gathered in the Patriot Center, those in the mosh pit were, in pigeon terms, the “healthy flock.”


    Perfect.


    They were Nicole’s chosen ones.


    Nicole felt the beat flowing in her body and was then gripped by the sure knowledge that now was the right time. She stopped dancing and remained rooted in one spot.


    She focused on those fans dancing at the front of the arena as the wave of arms carried Jenna Kidd back to the head of the crowd and then delivered her to the roadies, who helped her back onstage. As the music continued, up and down the fans went, energy bouncing through their limbs in time to the heartbeat of the music.


    Nicole remembered Amy’s words — how exhausting it was being Amy Madigan. She recalled the goofiness and the wild hand gestures, the whooping and the glory of Amy’s happiness and how much energy that took to sustain.


    Then she knew what she was going to do.


    She would save Amy to the beat of this music.


    In her mind’s eye, Nicole saw an old-fashioned light bulb shaped like a heart. The filament inside was burnt, and the glass was as worn and beaten as Amy had seemed in the car when she’d told Nicole about her illness. With every beat of the drum came a quickening pulse, and slowly, with each beat, the light bulb in Nicole’s mind began to pulse, too. At first it sparked small and red, deep down in the filament wire. Each person jumping up and down in time seemed to be powering up the bulb. They were — each one of them — reviving Amy.


    One, two, three, four …


    Nicole counted the beats to herself and felt them directly lighting up Amy’s light bulb.


    With every beat bounced, the stronger the light became. Each one of the hundred strong fans down in front of the stage was, in their own way, saving Amy. Nicole was in control.


    It was kinetic energy, bringing life back to her best friend.


    In Nicole’s mind, Amy’s heart-shaped light bulb began to beam stronger, and as the rousing chorus of the song rang out across the Center and Jenna Kidd held her long note, the light bulb shone without faltering.


    It was like the moment when a lighthouse searchlight is revolving and you get the full glare of the beam, so strong and so clear. But this light didn’t turn away again.


    This was Amy’s light.


    It was back on, full and blinding in its radiant intensity.


    The song reached its climax, and the crowd erupted with furious applause and the glimmer of a thousand smartphone cameras twinkling like mini-stars, capturing the moment forever.


    “She’s amazing!” Amy cried.


    Nicole nodded and beamed.


    She couldn’t tell whether it was the exuberance of the moment and the uplifting feeling of the music or whether her Balancing had worked, but Amy was now happily jumping up and down, applauding.


    Nicole let Jenna Kidd’s words drift over her as she craned her neck to get a better view of those people directly in front of the stage. She scanned the entire section — up and down, left and right, searching and searching. What she saw made her breathe a sigh of relief. No one had been pulled out ill, and everybody was still standing.


    Nicole relaxed as she sat back down, and she squeezed Amy’s arm with genuine excitement. Now maybe life would return to normal for Nicole and Amy. Just two normal teens.


    Four rows behind Nicole were two people who had other ideas, however. They were wearing T-shirts newly purchased from eBay. They looked nondescript and just like everyone else. They also had never heard of Jenna Kidd until tonight.


    They were here on government business. Tasked to monitor the pretty brunette girl in the hot pink T-shirt under orders from the FBI unit they had just graduated. Give a detailed surveillance report on any and all suspicious activity. They knew nothing about Balancing — all they had been told was that Nicole was dangerous. But to the young FBI agents, she looked just like every other teenage girl in the crowd. Throughout the entire show, the only odd thing the agents had seen was a moment during the last song when Nicole had stopped dancing and just stared at the crowd below for about a minute.


    Was that it?

  


  
    A Bucket of Cola Will Make You Feel Great


    The last song had finished, and now that the main lights of the Patriot Center had come on to tell the crowd that the show really was all over.


    Nicole and Amy began making their way toward the crowded exits in the direction of Nicole’s car. Nicole was trying not to give away her curiosity over Amy’s state of health. She had decided not to confess to Balancing, just in case it hadn’t worked properly.


    Nevertheless, Amy had a bloom in her cheeks now that seemed to belie the fact that she had just spent much of the concert jumping around with the best of them. A few times she had become out of breath, but she would only stop for a moment to rest and then began dancing away again.


    About the fifth time Nicole glanced across at her, Amy seemed to be getting suspicious.


    “What is it?”


    “Nothing,” she answered, too quickly.


    Amy narrowed her eyes. “Nix, you didn’t, did you?”


    “Didn’t what?”


    “You know what! Cuz, like, I feel … amazing. Like a miracle has happened or something.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, I mean, I’m not aching. I don’t feel as tired. I could go on all night.”


    “It was an awesome concert,” Nicole offered. “And you did drink a bucket of cola.” Amy had bought her body’s weight in candy and soda and had steadily made her way through it all as the concert progressed. Nicole hoped this excuse was a good enough distraction from her having to answer honestly. She didn’t want to tell Amy just in case things didn’t work out like she had planned.


    But a new question appeared out of thin air, as suddenly the color went out of Amy’s cheeks and she grew pale. The cause wasn’t anything to do with miracles or illnesses.


    It was Drake.


    He was a few rows down, queuing for the exits too and chatting animatedly with a girl Nicole recognized from their year at Oak Wood — someone pretty, cute, and happy to be by his side. Drake cracked one of his jokes, and she flew into a fit of giggles and touched his arm. Amy let out a muted hum.


    No one else was around from school, so it seemed the pair were there together.


    “Are they … dating?” Amy trailed off, struggling with the sight.


    “Um, not necessarily. Maybe they met here?”


    “But he hates Jenna Kidd.”


    Nicole glanced back. The girl was now standing with Drake in a very close and personal way. It was kind of a no-brainer. She searched for comforting words to offer Amy, but in this case, the truth just plain hurt, and there was no getting round it.


    “Maybe he didn’t get your text messages?”


    Amy shrugged sadly. One of the first things the girls had done after their YouTube filming was try to restore contact with Drake. Drake’s concern he expressed to Nicole had given Amy hope that he might now be able to understand the reasons she had backed off. She had never stopped liking him. This was apparent now, as she stood watching him with someone else.


    Truth was, Amy didn’t want to text Drake the real reason for her silence, though she had tried many versions. Somehow, “I’ve got leukemia” seemed a bit too stark a statement. Instead, she could only ask for them to meet up. She hoped he still wanted to see her too.


    Amy had been on the verge of sending this final message before the start of the show, but tonight’s sighting told her what she needed to know. He’d moved on. It was fair enough. It just made things all the more miserable.


    Amy was glad she hadn’t spotted them earlier, but just then Drake looked up and caught her eye.


    She was frozen in the moment as he returned her stare while his date was texting.


    There wasn’t anger in his look, but perhaps, Amy thought, a little sadness. It pained her to think that it should be her down there with him, laughing at his jokes, hugging him.


    Nicole squeezed Amy’s arm and she broke the gaze, turning away.


    Spying a gap in the line, she pulled Nicole toward it, and before long, they had disappeared into a throng of people and Drake could no longer see or be seen.


    Eventually they cleared the Center and were freed into the night’s clear air. Outside, the stars were as bright as the night at Lake Fairfax. Amy could have stared upward for as long as her neck held, but she soon saw Nicole’s car.


    Both girls climbed in.


    Amy rested her head against the side-glass of the door as the car pulled away from parking area. She should have been tired, but she was surprised to feel awake. She spent the journey home staring out of the window, watching the bright lights of cars zoom past.


    Days would pass. She would still miss Drake.


    But as the misery lifted little by little over time, she would realize something enormous.


    She felt better.

  


  
    Happy Now?


    Nicole crunched her toast while finishing the last of her Spanish homework at the breakfast table. She greeted her mom, who flew into the kitchen for the second time today and was holding a cup of coffee that she’d already spilled down one pair of pants this morning.


    She was so late that she hadn’t noticed Nicole’s last-minute homework rush. Just feeling her mom’s air of hurriedness and anxiety as she brushed past disturbed Nicole.


    “Not again. Rain!” her mom exclaimed, peering out the window at the dark gray clouds.


    Then, without further announcement, she reached across and felt Nicole’s forehead with the back of her palm.


    Before Nicole could protest, she was handed a thermometer.


    “Wha-?”


    “Just humor me.”


    “But I’m not sick! I’ve got homework to finish.”


    Her mom shot her one of her looks and turned on the cold faucet, cooling down her coffee. She glanced at the clock to really hammer home that she was running late and then gulped down the viscous black liquid.


    Nicole ate her toast, drank some juice then reluctantly stuck the thermometer in her mouth. “Happy now?” she mumbled through gritted teeth with the thermometer sticking out.


    “Shhh,” her mom scolded. “How’s Amy doing? She any worse?”


    Nicole shook her head and made the necessary noises indicating the negative.


    “Great. I want you both to fill this out by tonight, please.”


    She slid across two copies of an official-looking questionnaire with the logo of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention emblazoned across the top. Confused, Nicole furrowed her brow as her mom took another slurp of coffee.


    “We’ve had about fifty or so patients come to various clinics and our hospital who were all at the Jenna Kidd concert. All of them were experiencing the same flu symptoms — some aching, mainly complaints of fatigue. It’s standard procedure to report a community problem of this scale. Most cases like this, the CDC usually gets involved immediately.”


    This was bad news. Nicole was grateful the thermometer prevented her from crying out.


    “If you weren’t so busy cramming your Spanish homework, you might’ve seen it on the TV.”


    Nicole looked over the form. It had the usual questions about general health and specific symptoms, but a table on the second page made her heart jump in trepidation.


    It asked about seating in the Patriot Center. She couldn’t help but let out a little yelp.


    “A few more seconds, then you can ask what you want.” Her mom sipped her coffee and smiled, enjoying the moment of peace.


    Nicole didn’t want to seem overly interested in the questions. She feared that any sort of response would betray the fact that a widespread illness in this particular part of the arena had serious implications. It would confirm that her Balancing had worked and, more importantly, that Amy was on the mend.


    That would be truly amazing.


    But what had she actually done? She hadn’t really thought about it previously, because the people in the mosh pit had been fine. Now she was beginning to wonder whether she’d really crossed a line this time. Saving Mr. Geller was by mutual agreement — but she had never asked these people for their consent. What if the sickness got worse? Her mom, plucking the thermometer out of her mouth, interrupted these darker thoughts. She examined it, and then nodded with relief.


    “Good. You’re normal. Temperature-wise.”


    Nicole smiled nervously. “Is it serious?”


    “You never know with flu symptoms. Means the immune system is active. The good news is that people are recovering pretty quickly.”


    Phew.


    Nicole experienced a serious lurch of relief in her belly. This was proof that her Balancing had taken something from those people, but not enough to cause serious harm.


    “Now we’ve got the reporters coming over again for a follow-up later. I really don’t need another media circus in my hospital. The CDC is all over events like this for terrorism, and you know how the media loves a crisis.”


    Nicole nodded. Her mom studied her face, and Nicole felt her cheeks color.


    “You worried?”


    “No.”


    “Good. Because you were up in the first tier, and the flu victims seemed to be concentrated down in the front. Maybe it was some sick teen stage-diving into the crowd. Or, what if it turned out that Jenna Kidd gave her fans the flu? Ha!”


    With a wave, her mom shot out the door, leaving her words ringing in Nicole’s ears.


    Everything seemed just as Nicole had planned. She had skimmed a small layer of life off the people up front in the Patriot Center — the healthiest and strongest people — and transferred it to Amy. Though they had symptoms, they had actually only suffered minor effects, just like the pigeons at the mall. Enough to get noticed by the CDC, and enough to save Amy.


    Imagine that.


    Nicole threw out the rest of her toast, drained her juice glass and crammed her schoolbooks into her messenger bag. Once more, she had used her superpowers to extraordinary effect.


    Nicole would still have to wait for Amy’s next checkup at the hospital for confirmation. And she’d still stay silent to avoid giving her best friend false hope in the face of something as serious as leukemia. But she had a gut feeling that the medical reports would tell her what she already suspected — that her best friend was in remission.


    Nicole exited her house to find a sight she never thought she’d see: Amy and Ben standing united, waiting for her, arms folded.


    Neither was looking particularly pleased with her.


    Nicole figured they had seen the news and would have a barrage of questions. Even so, she thought, she had just saved Amy’s life, and given Ben the proof he needed that Balancing could be done in different degrees. She can dial it low for a small cold, or dial it high for something more substantial.


    Beat that!


    As she moved forward to meet them, they shepherded her toward her Nissan. The drive to school would be the first of many interrogations she would face that day.


    As Nicole’s car pulled out of the driveway and set off on its journey to school, the FBI tracker team in the black Suburban rolled off like the Nissan’s distant shadow.


    “Suspect is on the move, heading northeast onto toll road.”


    “Roger that. The tracker is armed, and we have a clear signal. Keep your distance.”

  


  
    I’m Actually a Fan


    The phone calls, emails and texts were hitting like fireworks on the Fourth of July, which was doing nothing for Bishop’s migraine. The minute the call had come in from the CDC, the agents had holed up at a hotel on the outskirts of Reston. It was time to step away from the plush, state-of-the-art suites at P.R.E.S.S. and get their hands dirty with fieldwork.


    Two solid days without much sleep, and Bishop knew he looked like a nightmare. Carter, on the other hand, was sleek and honed like a lion stalking its prey. Though Carter was younger and leaner, this kind of work also suited his character better.


    They were currently looking at fifty or so statements logged by the CDC of patients at Evergreen Hospital and surrounding clinics complaining of flu-like symptoms. Homeland leapt on such patterns, fearing mass poisonings and bioterrorism. Thankfully nothing major had been found, other than, of course, the date, the time, the place and the fact that Nicole Aaronson and Amy Madigan had indeed gone to the Jenna Kidd concert that night.


    Just like they had said they would, much to Carter’s chagrin. Truth was, Bishop found the girls funny, and they reminded him of his niece who was about their age. He was fond of her, and she sent him long emails to keep him up-to-date with family news. He was such a workaholic that he was always missing family gatherings. She’d probably have graduated college by the time he next saw her.


    The yellow and gray hotel room, which was the best they could find, was large at Bishop’s request. They had rented out two adjoining rooms for their temporary field office, one for sleeping in and the other to act as the operations room. Carter had spent the past twelve hours buried in research. The twin beds in the adjoining suite, however inviting, would not see use for the next few hours of daylight.


    The operations room was covered with pictures, maps of the Patriot Center and grainy shots taken of Nicole and Amy. Piles of reports corroborated their hunch: Once more, Nicole had turned up somewhere, and some kind of odd biological attack had taken place where life forms had suffered miserably at her hands.


    That was the theory, anyhow. But so far the surveillance team had only established that she had been unnecessarily still during the last song, which, in Bishop’s view, could easily be explained away. There was no evidence that she had had anything at all on her person that was achieving this result — no gas, no bomb, no ray, nothing discernable. This stumped Bishop, especially now that three of his best new agents had been watching her movements closely throughout the concert and had logged every one of her actions. Not one of them reported anything particularly suspicious.


    Just then, Carter threw his tablet in front of Bishop to show him a new message.


    “Tech says they’ve got something.”


    “On the concert?”


    “No. The hospital. Let’s watch.”


    He pressed Play. It was the video of Nicole and Tim Geller on the bench outside of the hospital moments before he died. The audio was pulled up loud, and the crackle of the sound, with the ambient noise of traffic and pedestrians removed, gave the whole piece an almost disembodied feeling. At the point where Nicole sat back and Tim Geller spoke, the audio was quite clear.


    “Thank you.”


    Bishop paused the video and stared up at Carter.


    “Thank you?”


    “It must be some sort of glitch.”


    “He thanked her before she killed him,” Bishop said quite plainly. He played the section again.


    Sure enough, once again, at the moment at which Nicole broke away, the man uttered the mysterious words.


    Bishop stopped the video and stood up.


    He paced. This was his one requirement for any hotel they rented for staking people out — he must have his pacing room. It helped him think.


    “No, no,” Carter protested. “It’s a tech glitch. I’ll send it back to another audio lab. That makes no sense,” he said in his deadly calm way. When his partner got like this, Bishop sometimes felt like hiding behind the couch. He had the drive of an animal stalking its prey, and it wasn’t wise to get in his way.


    Nevertheless, Bishop also had an irrepressible hunch building, and he had to share it.


    “So she rescues a crushed child and a burnt dog from a wildfire and kills animals and fish to heal them. She takes away a man’s life to save his dying son.”


    Carter stared at him. “You make her sound like a saint.”


    “We don’t know that she’s not.”


    Carter scoffed at this, but Bishop was keen to pursue his instinct.


    “Look at the swaps. In every one of them, there is always like for like. Our investigation is looking for a terrorist, and our suspect — this teen — is taking lives, but she’s also saving them.”


    “So you’re saying she’s some miracle healer. Why is she doing this? Who asked for her help? ”


    “Tim Geller did. He thanked her.”


    “Or he could’ve been thanking her for her kindness and the hug before she killed him in cold blood!”


    Bishop rolled his eyes, but Carter was relentless.


    “OK, where was the swap at the Patriot Center then? Tell me that.”


    Bishop chewed his words. He could tell Carter wanted to win this argument and would twist things to achieve that.


    “We don’t know yet. We’re just beginning to find out. What about the friend? Was she ill?”


    “We can pull up the files,” Carter offered reluctantly.


    “You’re so set on exposing a demon. Have you stopped to think you might be persecuting an angel?”


    “An angel of death, maybe.”


    “Carter!” he exclaimed angrily. “You’ve got this between your teeth now and you won’t let go. But I need you to think plainly.”


    “I am. You’ve had your say — now let me have mine.”


    It was a standoff of sorts — the reddened fury of Bishop and the icy vehemence of Carter.


    “OK, OK.” In an attempt to placate his partner, Bishop held up his hands. Of course he needed to permit Carter to let his emotions cool down. No sense in fueling the fire. He just didn’t want him to get hysterical and end up arresting an innocent kid because of some “instinct” that had been wrong before.


    Carter took a sip of bottled water before speaking.


    “Here’s what I see. Here is a girl who, for whatever reason, can ignite forests, burn animals alive, murder a man in cold blood and spread an undetectable virus through a crowd of innocent people. And she can do all of this without a trace of evidence against her. Hell, I’m actually a fan of her style. To me, she is basically the perfect undercover agent. She flies under the radar! What you and I do agree on is that evidence places her in these events every time. Agreed?”


    Bishop nodded.


    “Now, you or I might produce theories about why she did it, whether she killed the father to save the son. But who gave her the right? I’ve got a dead father, 50 sick concertgoers and enough exploded wildlife to get Greenpeace mobilized. There’s collateral damage here. In a court of law, someone who wields a gun or a knife like this ends up punished, and rightly so. It’s why you and I exist, Bishop. It’s why we wear these badges. It’s why we’re proud to uphold the law.”


    Carter’s reasoning was impassioned and also highly logical.


    “You’re right, though,” Carter continued. “We can’t know why she’s doing this. I think for bad; you think for good. But what if she takes to using her powers to punish others, and we had the knowledge to stop her? What then? For the public’s sake, we have to bring her in now. We need to ask her all the questions we’ve asked ourselves. Maybe she can tell us why.”


    Bishop let everything his partner had said filter down. He nodded and picked up the phone.


    “Division. It’s Bishop.” Bishop waited and held Carter’s gaze. “It’s me. We go to code red on her. We need permission, permits — whatever you have to get to bring her in. Also — exhibit caution. The suspect could be dangerous.”


    Carter smiled and grabbed his coat.


    He was ready.

  


  
    X Marks the Spot


    Nicole, Amy and Ben were back in the car heading to their respective houses. It was the end of one of the longest school days Nicole could remember.


    Ben had been dropped off first, and he had promised to email when he had heard back from Professor DuBois about the flu symptoms. Both he and Amy had reacted as though their worst fears had been realized when Nicole admitted to Balancing at the Patriot Center. Ben had wanted to know whether there were any lasting effects from Nicole’s Balancing and hoped DuBois could help.


    In a moment of Nicole-esque articulacy, Amy had described the Balancing as “morally defunct.” (Both Nicole and Ben had been lost for words.) Nicole hoped the hospital results would change her best friend’s mind, especially given the fact that the audience members were actually recovering from their flu symptoms.


    Deep down, Nicole was annoyed that they didn’t seem to trust that she knew what she was doing. She was supposed to be Ben’s crush, which surely meant he should cut her some slack. Instead, he had been angrier and more forthright than she’d ever seen him, which made Nicole all the more uncomfortable. Ben had been mad because the girls needed to cover their tracks and stay off of people’s radars, and their latest YouTube clip had given away too much information. They may as well have produced a treasure map with “X marks the spot” surrounded by neon lights, Ben had said. “Here’s where you’ll find the miracle-worker! Come one, come all!”


    With Ben gone, hopefully the level of drama in the car would go down, too.


    Next was Amy’s house. With a quick parting shot and a promise to call later, Nicole heaved a sigh of relief as she watched her best friend head up her driveway and be greeted by her mom at the doorstep. With a honk of her car horn, Nicole drove away from Amy’s house and began her five-minute trip home.


    She smiled at the familiar sight of the trees lining her road. Her house was now in sight, and, as usual, she’d grab herself a soda and some cookies, head up to her room and bury her face in a pillow.


    Yet as she pulled up in her driveway, she noticed three large black SUVs parked nearby.


    This wasn’t something she could easily shrug off.


    When she brought her Nissan to a stop, her attention drifted to Mrs. Truman, who was standing in her newly overhauled front yard, her hands on her hips. Her expression, at first unfathomable, changed the moment she made eye contact with Nicole.


    The old lady’s face cracked into a satisfied smile, and she turned and went indoors.


    A shiver ran through Nicole’s bones.


    As much as she wanted to put her foot down on the gas and get out of there, there was no time to turn back. She had been seen, and by the looks of those vehicles, she could also be outrun.


    Preparing herself for what might come next, Nicole got out of her car and shut the door. As normally as possible, she walked up to her front door. She may have looked calm, but inside, she was frantically praying that those cars and the men inside them weren’t there for her.


    The moment her key reached the lock, a clear, smooth voice stopped her in her tracks.


    “Nicole Aaronson?”


    She hesitated before turning to greet the owner of the voice.


    He was a tall man, about her dad’s height, with fair hair and sparkly brown eyes. She couldn’t tell whether he was friendly; his manner was of pure professionalism.


    He held up a badge, and Nicole’s blood froze in her veins.


    FBI.


    “I’m Agent Carter, and this is my partner, Agent Bishop. We’re from the FBI, and we have some questions to ask you. May we come in?”


    Nicole observed the short, bearded and exhausted-looking older man who joined Agent Carter. She half wondered whether he’d been at the Patriot Center dancing to Jenna Kidd, he looked so terrible.


    “What about?” Nicole asked.


    “Perhaps it would be better if we talked inside?” he replied evenly.


    Not knowing what else to do and instinctively feeling that her home turf may be safest, Nicole nodded. “Uh, sure …”


    She opened the door further and let them inside, desperately wishing that Amy and Ben were still with her.


    Moments later, she’d provided the agents with coffee and was sitting down, still preparing herself for what was to come. She wanted to appear as normal and casual as possible to throw them off the scent.


    “I think my mom has some coffee cake. Let me cut some pieces for you.” Nicole glided into the kitchen, hoping to buy herself some time. She was about to text Amy when Agent Bishop joined her in the kitchen to “help out.”


    Nicole cut the cake in silence and returned to the living room.


    Agent Carter sipped from his mug and set it down.


    “What happened at the wildfire, Nicole?”


    “I rescued a little girl and her dog. We found them while we were running away. I thought she was injured and he was burnt, but the vet told me that he was fine and was just in shock and had singed fur. When the fire crew cleaned him up, he looked pretty good. The doctors don’t really know what happened with Elise. Just got lucky, I guess.”


    “What about the dead animal trail?”


    “Dead animals? Oh, I saw them on the news. I was too busy running to see them then.”


    “I didn’t ask that. Did you have anything to do with them dying?”


    “Why would I? Unless I accidentally stepped on them.” Nicole directed her stare back.


    The balding, grumpy one whose name was Bishop opened his reporter’s notebook and took over questioning.


    “What about the ditch? You carried Elise through the water, right? That’s what you told the paramedics,” Bishop said.


    Nicole gazed at him vacantly. Out of the two, Nicole preferred this agent, however gruff and unkempt he was. The other one had a nasty tone to everything he said. And everything he said was deliberate.


    “Yeah. I mean, what else could I do? She seemed really badly hurt.”


    “Quite the little hero, aren’t we?” Agent Carter said.


    It was a lightening-fast comment, and in that moment, the atmosphere in the room changed completely. It was like someone had turned down the thermostat to zero.


    Nicole sensed this was about to get ugly, and she was scared. Her throat was suddenly parched, and she took a large gulp of coffee. She wondered whether the agents could hear her heart, it was so loud in her ears.


    Agent Bishop didn’t flinch and simply flicked over the pages of his notebook. Apart from her heartbeat, that was all that could be heard in the room now, steeped as it was under a loaded silence.


    “The Geller family.” Agent Bishop sat back. “Would you like to tell us about them?”


    Nicole took a breath and began. “Well, my mom, she works in the ER at Evergreen Hospital. She heard that Mr. Geller’s son, Ethan, was a fan of mine. I was on the news a lot and got called ‘SuperNix’ from all that other rescuing stuff. Anyway, Ethan Geller was dying and I went to see him a couple of times. To cheer him up. Which I think I did. Anyway, his dad died from a heart attack.”


    “So sad,” Carter said pointedly, sipping his coffee.


    Nicole nodded dumbly. She had been trying to explain it with facts that an outsider would know, but the words stumbled thickly out of her mouth. With each new sentence, she could feel herself getting deeper and deeper into hot water.


    “Ethan Geller was the boy who made a full recovery?” Agent Bishop checked this out with his partner, who nodded. “Bit like Elise?”


    “You were with Mr. Geller when he died, right Nicole?” He turned to her.


    “No, I talked to him outside for a bit, then I had to go. My mom told me about his heart attack.”


    Silence in the room again.


    Nicole felt like someone had punched her in the chest. She struggled to keep hold of herself. They must have seen the security footage. She cursed herself.


    Agent Bishop closed his notebook.


    Agent Carter set down his coffee cup.


    They knew she was lying.


    Nicole realized that the tangled web she had weaved had now caught her. She understood, in that second, that these men didn’t need her to tell them the facts.


    Whatever she said now would fall on deaf ears. She couldn’t think straight any longer; the panic screaming in her head would not leave her alone. She was cornered.


    “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but I don’t want to answer any more questions until I talk to my mom.”


    “Oh, she left us a message that she’ll meet us at our offices. She was busy when we first tried to call her,” Carter said.


    Nicole tried to register this. Her mom had been told? They were going to meet up with her? Why hadn’t her mom told her?


    Then the taller one leaned forward and caught her in a terrifying glare.


    “We know it was you, Nicole. The wildfire, Tim Geller, the Patriot Center. We don’t know how you’re doing it — or why — but we know.”


    Nicole felt an electric shock tear through her whole body. She clutched the couch as though she were on some kind of rollercoaster.


    They knew everything.


    She felt tears well up in her eyes as she floundered for words.


    “Now, my partner here thinks you did it out of the goodness of your heart, and I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt,” Carter said. “But I think it’s time that you come with us so we can hear your side of the story.”


    It was exactly as Ben had said. They would take her in and interrogate her. The room began to swim and Nicole felt panic overwhelm her. She could vaguely tell that Agent Bishop had leaned forward to address her, and she could see his eyes were sympathetic. She heard words like “help” and “medical tests” and “not alone” and then felt his hand on hers.


    But her survival instincts were taking over.


    She clutched her throat.


    “Sorry … I … think I’m gonna be sick!” she blurted out, and before the agents could stop her, she got up and ran into the bathroom, locking the door behind her.


    Her heart pounded furiously as the shock of what had just happened hit her like a train.


    Medical tests? Interviews? What Ben had predicted was happening right now, and it seemed there was nothing she could do about it.


    She heard a knock on the door.


    “Nicole?” It was the older bearded guy, his voice muffled by the wood of the door.


    “Yes?”


    “I know you didn’t mean to harm anyone. Just come with us. Let us help you. We have the best of the best working with us. Like I said, we can work this thing through together.”


    She heard a low mumble then, as though the agents were having an argument.


    She fought with her fevered breath and tried to calm herself down.


    Think, Nicole. Think.


    Maybe Agent Bishop was right? Maybe they could help her? She could get herself examined and get some answers. If her mom knew about it and was by her side, then surely there was nothing to fear?


    Nicole flicked up the lid of the toilet and made a retching noise. She just needed a little more time to think this all through. It was all happening so fast.


    “I’ll be out in a minute.”


    “All right.”


    She heard him go away from the door, and then she dialed her mom’s emergency number.


    It rang a few times.


    Pick up. Pick up. Please.


    Her mom answered, out of breath.


    “Hey, Nicole? You OK?


    Stunned, Nicole was barely able to give a reply.


    “Yeah, mom.”


    “Listen, I’m really busy with a patient right now, so unless this is something important, I need to cut it short.”


    Nicole felt her worst fears confirmed.


    Her mom knew nothing.


    The agents had lied.


    It was a trap.

  


  
    Don’t Fence Me In


    Nicole knew she had only precious minutes before the agents realized what she was up to. She had to be faster and quieter than she could possibly imagine.


    Casting around for ideas, she saw the small window in the corner of the bathroom, and was filled with relief that she had chosen to let the agents in her home. She had gotten out of this window before.


    With shaking fingers, she turned the faucet on full. The stream of water concealed the sound of her movements as she eased a potted plant from the window ledge and set it down gently on the tiled floor.


    She wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans, painfully aware that any mistake now might cost her. Closing the toilet lid and praying it would hold her weight, she stepped up lightly so that she was standing level with the window.


    She lifted the window latch.


    Just then, another knock stopped her in her tracks.


    She froze on the spot, poised like a strange statue with a closed toilet bowl as its base.


    “I’m just finishing up.”


    She waited for a reply. Was that convincing enough?


    “All right. We’re getting a little concerned out here is all.”


    “Sorry. I made a mess in here. It’s kinda gross. Still trying to clean it all up.”


    It seemed like a full minute before Nicole heard the shuffling of feet.


    He had gone away.


    This was her only chance.


    Now.


    Flushing the toilet, which gurgled noisily into action, Nicole leaned over and pushed open the narrow window. Then, realizing there were only flimsy venetian blinds to hang on to above, she grabbed either side of the open frame to clamber onto the small ledge.


    This was it; she’d have to go out headfirst. She tried to calm her rising anxiety, thinking of it as water underneath.


    Three, two, one …


    Heaving herself up and pushing her shoulders through the gap, Nicole scraped her upper body through the window. She wriggled when the frame hit her hips. The last time she had gone through this window was when she was eight. Times had apparently changed. The plan to flip out of a window headfirst didn’t seem like such a good idea any longer.


    Great. Just great.


    Underneath, she spotted the ledge she remembered, and she reached out for it, using it to pull herself through. Any moment now would be the inevitable fall. But cuts and bruises would be better than putting herself at the mercy of those agents.


    Upside down, with her feet now the last part of her hanging on, Nicole held on firmly to the ledge below. Then she flipped her body over.


    She landed heavily, and pain ripped through her upper body. She had to suppress a desperate cry.


    She took a second to recover and reassess the situation.


    The small bathroom window led to the back of the house, and it was her best path to escape. As she picked herself up, she felt for her smartphone in her jeans pocket and experienced a stab of horror.


    She had left it back in the bathroom after calling her mom.


    She couldn’t go back for it now. She would have to run.


    Picking up her feet, Nicole darted across the backyard and pushed herself through the shrubbery, into Mrs. Truman’s garden. She issued a silent wish for the poisonous lady to be elsewhere right now. She had crouched in these particular bushes hundreds of times before, waiting to reclaim a ball or a Frisbee. Now she was doing it to save her skin. Checking that all was clear in front, she sprang out of the bushes and into the open daylight of the huge lawn.


    Up ahead was a taller fence. Mrs. Truman’s neighbors apparently preferred to keep their prying neighbor at bay. Nicole sped up, feeling the bouncy turf under her toes and making quick calculations about how to negotiate the fence. There was no time to run back and pace, so she would have to do her best to hurdle it.


    As the fence grew nearer, she readied herself.


    And leapt.


    She landed hard on the other side and fell to her knees. Amazingly, she still hadn’t been seen.


    Exhaling a quick sigh of relief, she surveyed the area up ahead. A covered pool dominated this neighbor’s yard, with a thin little path running around it. Nicole remained hidden, hesitating over which way to go. Too close to the house, and she might be spotted, but the other edge of the pool was narrow and precarious. She also knew she’d have precious few moments before the agents burst through the bathroom door back home, so whatever headway she could make now would count for everything.


    She chose the thin path farther away from the house. Even though it was risky, now was not the time for hesitation.


    Her neighbor was taking afternoon tea at the very moment Nicole practically flew through her yard. She looked up, and was startled to see a blur of a girl traverse the pool edge. By the time she called over her shoulder to alert her husband, the girl was gone.


    Nicole was already safely in the next yard by the time she heard confused voices behind her.


    She crouched out of sight of the main windows of the house and surveyed her next challenge. She was glad it was still working hours, otherwise her escape would be almost impossible. This yard had a trampoline in the center, and there appeared to be no one around.


    Then she noticed the large dog appear from the side of the house.


    It barked as it caught Nicole’s scent, causing her to stop dead in her tracks. They stood there for a moment — furiously snarling dog and Nicole, with her arms raised, trying to calm it down.


    Her mind raced. There was no stick to throw it, nothing to distract it. She was certainly not in the business of killing an animal that was just doing its job guarding its owner’s home.


    She noticed the chain around its neck, which gave her hope. It was long and probably stretched to the edge of the yard. If she was fast, then perhaps she could beat it.


    So she ran.


    Seconds later, the dog sprang up after her, and Nicole felt dire urgency propel every muscle in her legs. Pure adrenaline pumped through her veins as she neared the next neighbor’s hedge up ahead.


    The dog’s bark was getting closer, and Nicole didn’t dare look back, just in case she would come face to face with the slavering hound.


    If she had looked back, she would have seen the dog’s teeth snapping at her heels and realized that she had jumped just at the exact moment its jaws were about to clamp around her ankle.


    She heard a whimper and a howl as the dog’s chain restrained it abruptly. Nicole soared over the privet hedge and onto the pavement on the other side.


    The road buzzed with traffic, but there was no sign of the SUVs. Although Nicole knew it was a clear run from here to Amy’s, the roads were too wide and she could easily be spotted. Her priority now was to get to Amy’s street and into the rows of backyards again.


    She headed across the busy road, fighting the ache in her muscles and in her wheezing chest. She felt her spirits lift as she entered the next series of yards.


    Although Ben had hinted at the scale of the government’s interest in her powers, it appeared the FBI had been tracking her for a while. The agents had said they didn’t know how she was doing it, which showed they had very little proof, but she also knew that Homeland Security possessed tremendous authority. If they suspected her, then she was in big trouble. Hell, they’d only have to inject her with some kind of truth serum and ask whether she’d killed Mr. Geller, and she’d be finished.


    Nicole’s head was full of fear, but she knew that all she needed to do was get to Amy’s and Amy would have a solution.


    She had traversed two yards without trouble when a larger fence came into view up ahead. Nicole knew she was close now.


    Taking a large run up, she caught hold of the top of the fence and bent her leg to steady herself. Another heave up, with her shoulders bearing her body weight, and she flipped herself easily over the top. She seemed to be getting good at this.


    “Nicole Aaronson!”


    Nicole looked around, her limbs trembling at the sound of her name being called.


    It was Mrs. Jessica.


    Nicole could have cried with relief.


    She was nearly there.


    Jumping down from the fence, she hugged the old lady, gave her a kiss on the cheek and then continued toward Amy’s side of the yard.


    “Amy!” Nicole screamed. “Amy?”


    Vaulting over the fence, she startled Amy’s little brother, Troy, who was riding his bicycle in the backyard and surely not expecting a frenzied girl to come leaping out of nowhere.


    “Where’s your sister?”


    Troy pointed to the house, and Nicole ran.


    She didn’t have to search very long before Amy came out to find her. She looked shocked at Nicole’s appearance.


    “What happened?”


    “The FBI knows about me. They were gonna take me in.”


    Breathlessly, Nicole told Amy all about the two agents and their questions, how they had told her they wanted to help but had lied about telling her mom.


    Information that the friends would have normally taken a day or so to mull over was dispensed in a matter of seconds, leaving Amy floundering.


    “If they catch you, God knows what they’ll do,” Amy said.


    “I know. That’s why I ran. It’s happening like Ben said it would.”


    Amy clutched Nicole’s hand and fixed her in a serious stare.


    “Nix, we are in way over our heads now. We need to call the police.”


    “No! Don’t you see? We can’t!” How could the police protect her from the FBI? She had broken the law. The terrible truth hit Nicole then, and she burst into tears. “I killed a man! I killed Mr. Geller. I mean, I know he wanted me to, but it was still me. I did it. And those people at the concert — I made them sick, all of them. I did it for you, but that won’t matter, because nobody’s going to believe the truth when I tell them.”


    Amy let all of this sink in. Her best friend was right, and she couldn’t for the life of her think of how to get out of this.


    “You have to go now. If those agents catch you, they’ll lock you up like some lab monkey,” Amy said.


    “I know. But there’s something we have to do first.”

  


  
    Bye


    The camera zooms out more than usual, taking in the smart and modern lines of the Madigan family dining room. African sculptures adorn the dresser, and a fruit bowl artfully displays shiny apples. The room suddenly blurs as the tablet that is filming the scene is lifted and placed hurriedly on a table.


    Nicole appears, looking worn-out and flustered — as if she has just run through several bushes backward.


    Amy sits down beside her and seems stressed. There are undertones of panic in her voice as she begins to speak.


    “OK, this is gonna be quick. The authorities are after Nicole. We don’t know why.”


    “We do know why.”


    “OK, yes, we know why, but we don’t have time to explain it. Have you got the message?”


    Nicole holds up a ripped sheet of lined paper with hastily scrawled writing all over it. She starts to read.


    “The thing is … I need whoever’s watching this to know that I didn’t do anything wrong.” She looks directly into the camera. Her eyes well up with tears. “Mom, Dad, I don’t know what’s gonna happen, but I didn’t do anything I wasn’t asked to do. I would never deliberately hurt anyone. I mean, I did hurt some people, but not much. Cuz they might say I did, and … You just have to believe me.”


    Nicole begins to tear up more —“And if I don’t contact you, it’s not because I don’t want to …” She clears her throat. “It’s probably because they’re not letting me.” She looks down to try to compose herself without success. Unable to speak any longer, Nicole looks back at the camera and silently mouths one word.


    “Bye.”


    The screen goes black.

  


  
    Not as Cool as Batman


    Holy geez …


    Ben jumped back from his computer and started to rush out of his room. He’d grab his bicycle, find Nicole and Amy, and help them plan their next steps. He hadn’t been trailing conspiracy theory websites for nothing.


    Then another wild thought struck him, and he turned and ran back to his desk.


    He played the AmesAndNix.com video again.


    He watched them both for a second time, with pride and a protective feeling in his chest. He took in the anguished face of Nicole, who looked as though she’d just been running for her life. There were bits of twig in her hair, and her face glistened with sweat. She looked prettier than he’d ever seen her.


    Pull yourself together. Focus.


    He shook himself out of it and continued to watch her as she spoke and then broke off to weep. He felt so bad for her; he had probably been too hard on her today, and he’d never seen her this scared before. Nicole’s recent actions concerned him. They were drawing too much attention and were confirming his fears of what people in power do with Balancers. He had been right to warn Nicole about the breadcrumb trail she had left. He was also glad Amy was there to help her gather enough strength to utter her heart-rending last message.


    Ben downloaded and saved this file, as he knew there was a chance the FBI would take it down after news about his friends started to spread.


    His friends.


    He couldn’t believe events had gone downhill so quickly — to the point that the girls were now sending out an SOS message. Only hours ago, the three of them had been sitting in the cafeteria talking cryptically about flu symptoms and the CDC. Now, all of a sudden, Nicole was on the run from the FBI.


    But how did they find out? Could the AmesandNix YouTube footage have linked them like he’d thought? Although the details of the situation were vague, some things were crystal clear: Today’s meeting in the cafeteria had established that the feds had no absolute evidence that Nicole was behind the Patriot Center epidemic. Perhaps they feared her?


    Maybe that was the best chance Nicole had right now — to prey on their fears.


    Ben wondered whether she realized that and opened an iChat window to let her know. It was uncharacteristically slow to load.


    Come on, come on …


    As Ben glanced up at his email inbox, he began to entertain a horrible, creeping suspicion about his own actions, too. His last three emails to Professor DuBois had gone unanswered, but he knew they had all been read. Had those emails been intercepted? Was he being watched? His queries about the flu symptoms could almost certainly link Nicole’s actions to the Jenna Kidd show, and if DuBois had been bugged, then those emails would be the perfect trail right back to Nicole’s door.


    That was it.


    How could he have been so stupid!


    Furious with himself, Ben slammed his hand against his desk, causing his penholder to rattle its contents. A shaft of stabbing pain shot up his arm.


    That was the moment a window opened in iChat. A blinking cursor waited for Ben’s words.


    He began to type. He knew he had to keep it as short as possible, but he was so worked up he could write a midterm essay of his fearful thoughts and theories right now.


    You’re in huge trouble.


    He pressed Send. That should get their attention, even if it did state the obvious. He continued:


    But the good news is: They’re scared of you.


    He pressed Send and took a few breaths before typing again.


    Professor DuBois’ emails …


    No, keep it short and to the point.


    He deleted the line and replaced it with:


    I messed up.


    He pressed Send. After a breath, he typed the words he himself feared to accept:


    DuBois knows you’re a Balancer. FBI found out through him.


    Use their fear of you to fight them.


    He typed his next sentence as though his heart were dictating to his fingers:


    I’m so sorry. I only wanted to help.


    That was as much as he needed them to know now. He pressed Send and sat back in his chair.


    Desperately hoping he had reached Nicole in time, he racked his brain for what to do next. He refreshed AmesAndNix.com, and a message appeared on the screen telling him the site was down for server maintenance.


    Damn them.


    The feds had taken it down already. He was lucky it had occurred to him to save the video, but after the trouble he’d caused with DuBois, that was the least he could do. He could help Nicole out by setting up new links to AmesAndNix.com and keeping her SOS message going when he got back.


    He grabbed his coat again, but by the time he reached his door, instead of a spur to action, he felt depressed. He threw down his coat and slumped back at his desk.


    Who was he kidding? Would they honestly want him around after his massive screw-up?


    BEEP.


    Just then, the iChat messenger flashed. Ben looked up. What he saw lightened his heavy heart.


     


    It’s not your fault. Without you, I wouldn’t know what I am.


    Thank you for everything. Nx


     


    Renewed hope coursed through him.


    He still felt like rushing over there on his bike, but he had to be realistic. Physical heroics were simply not his thing. There was, however, one thing he was very good at doing. Sending emails may not be as cool as how Batman would’ve done it, but it could at least buy Nicole and Amy some time.


    He was going to send a message to Professor DuBois and see just how far off track he could send the feds.


    He began typing furiously, all the time fearing that it may be too little, too late.


     

  


  
    Blessing in Disguise


    With Ben’s words ringing in her ears, Nicole stood in front of the opened cabinets in the Madigan family’s kitchen, piling any easy-to-carry food into a backpack. She could hear Amy rummaging around upstairs, gathering anything useful she could think of for Nicole to take.


    With her mind a blur, Nicole started grabbing the sorts of items she might bring camping: water, dry foods, wrapped snacks, energy bars, warm clothes.


    Every time she tried to concentrate on the task at hand, her mind returned to her iChat with Ben:


    The feds were scared of her.


    Ben was right, and that was the one thing she could hold on to. Now that she thought about it, the way they had approached her had been with a great deal of caution. They had feigned kindness, wanting to reel her in by handling her with care. They wanted her to come along willingly. She could swear to them that she meant no harm until she was blue in the face, but that wouldn’t matter. They wanted her regardless of the reasoning behind her actions.


    Fear might be her only bargaining chip left.


    Amy’s phone played a short Jenna Kidd ringtone on the countertop. Nicole glanced across, but with absolutely no time to spare, she ignored it and closed the cupboards.


    She pulled out a drawer and grabbed a handful of Troy’s candy stash. She didn’t feel too guilty — there was more than enough to spare, and she’d need something to keep her energy up. She had no idea what would be in store for her over the next few hours.


    Amy’s phone played the same ringtone again.


    Seconds later, Amy hurried in, dropping the bundle of clothes she’d collected onto the countertop. She picked up her smartphone.


    “That’s my warmest fall coat. There’s a good waterproof shell and some spare jeans there, too.”


    “Thanks.”


    Nicole gathered up the articles she thought she’d find most useful and crammed them in her backpack.


    She noticed Amy’s expression furrowed as she glanced at the past alerts on her smartphone. Nicole is nearby.


    “Well, duh, I know that. Stupid phone.”


    “What?” Nicole asked, super-sensitive to any new kind of development.


    Something in Amy’s face told her this was not a good one.


    “It’s that friend-finder app. I assigned alerts for you with your favorite Jenna Kidd song. According to this, you’re a couple blocks away but getting closer. The GPS must be all messed up, because you’re right here.”


    Nicole gasped, filled with a new horror.


    Her phone!


    “Amy! That’s not me!” Nicole held up her hands to show she had nothing on her. “I had to leave my phone behind in the bathroom when I escaped out the window.”


    Everything clicked into place for Amy now.


    “Oh, my God.”


    Nicole stared back at Amy, who was rendered speechless. For a moment, it was like the room stood still — Nicole paralyzed with fear, watching Amy hold out her phone in her palm as if it were alien.


    Another alert sounded, sending them both jumping out of their skins and Amy’s phone clattering to the tiled floor. Amy scrambled to retrieve it.


    Nicole is 2 minutes away.


    Amy showed her smartphone’s display. She clicked the button, and a map of their neighborhood maximized on the screen. In the center of the map, a small picture of Nicole blinked rapidly and was moving fast toward the icon of Amy’s house.


    “They know you’re here. They know.”


    Nicole felt familiar terror pump through her veins. She could beat herself up for being so careless, but the mistake may have been a blessing in disguise. On one hand, her text message history had surely given the feds more information than they could have dreamed of, on the other, it had given her a head start.


    “I gotta move!”


    Adrenaline found its way back into Nicole’s blood again, and she zipped up her backpack. Quickly, Amy opened one of the junk drawers, which was full of bits of gadgets, batteries and parts.


    “Here, take this flashlight, and take my mom’s spare phone. It’s old but good in emergencies.”


    “Sure, anything!” Nicole took the blocky, old-fashioned cell and pocketed it gratefully.


    “GO!”


    Amy busted Nicole through the French windows toward the backyard, where Troy’s bike lay discarded. She picked it up and wheeled it alongside Nicole. “Take this.”


    Nicole nodded thankfully and climbed onto the bike.


    Just then came the unmistakable sound of screeching SUVs coming around the block.


    Nicole stared at Amy, terrified. The FBI was on a mission, and the agents weren’t going to stop until they had her.


    “I’ll try to stall them for as long as possible,” Amy yelled as Nicole wheeled the bicycle toward a gap in the hedge.


    Amy ran to look past the side gate and saw a second fleet of black SUVs and sedans speeding down her street, toward her house. They were like sinister black, mechanical wolves trying to surround them.


    Nicole paused at the gap in the hedge and looked back. Even from this distance, the best friends knew their exchange of looks said so much. It was a fleeting gaze that spoke of goodbye and good luck, thank you and I love you and everything in between.


    Then, with a flick of her long, dark hair, Nicole pushed down hard on the pedals of Troy’s bicycle. It was too small for her, but it would be her best hope to get away, as it was faster than running.


    Before Amy knew it, Nicole had disappeared. She took a few moments to breathe, smoothed down her T-shirt and hair (although that was pointless), and then hurried to the kitchen to put it back in order before she had to let the feds in.


    There had not been enough time to tell Nicole that she had received the test results from the hospital that afternoon when she’d gotten home from school. Her doctor had pronounced her formally in remission from leukemia. She would never forget the sound of her mother’s grateful sobs over the phone when she’d called to give her the amazing news.


    She understood that Nicole would already know deep down that she was well again. Amy shuddered when she thought of what could have been — how her black-and-white thinking had almost prevented her best friend from saving her.


    But Nicole had found a way. It hadn’t killed anyone, but it had led the FBI straight to her door. Amy knew Nicole would still think it was worth it, though, and would have done it a thousand times over.


    The very least Amy could do now was ensure that Nicole would have enough of a head start. She vowed to do everything in her power to make it so.

  


  
    Oscar-Worthy Performance


    With the rapid response team in position in front of the two-story property at 1487 Dasher Avenue, Agent Carter got out of his SUV and calmly rebuttoned his jacket. His partner, Bishop, emerged too, looking ruffled and angry.


    Side by side, they headed up the sloped driveway of the Madigan family home. They appeared united, and even walked in tandem.


    But that was on the outside. Actually, Bishop was furious with Carter. On the short drive over, he had told him so, and the pair had argued in low hisses for the remainder of the journey. Bishop thought his partner had totally misread the whole situation, and if he hadn’t been so disrespectful in lying to the girl, then they’d all be driving together to P.R.E.S.S. right now.


    Instead, she now had to be hunted down like a common criminal. She was smart, she had a conscience, and they had given her every reason not to trust them.


    “Let me.” Bishop expressed a little more of his fury toward his partner by stepping in front of him to knock on the front door.


    Carter suppressed his response.


    They waited.


    After the appropriate amount of time, Bishop knocked again, this time a little louder to reflect the urgency. He knew a crack team of sharpshooters was in position behind him, their cross hairs ranged on the house, but he wasn’t going to let their presence push him into making any more blunders.


    “We’re obviously gonna …” But before Carter could finish his sentence — in which he was going to suggest the need for a door-breaching ram — the front door opened.


    Two things immediately struck the agents as odd.


    When the door opened, it let out a delightful tinkle of piano playing coming from somewhere inside the house. Also, the door seemed to open by itself, as there was nobody at eye level.


    Bishop looked down to find a young boy of about 8 years old staring up at them.


    “Hello!” he said jauntily.


    “We’re looking for Amy Madigan.”


    “That’s my sister,” he replied plainly, with no apparent sign of moving to let them in.


    “Then you must be Troy Madigan,” Carter cut in. He knelt down and offered his hand for the boy to shake, turning on his considerable charm.


    Too little, too late, thought Bishop, and he smirked as the boy transferred a sticky substance onto Carter’s hand as he shook it.


    “We’d like to talk with her if you’d let us in.”


    The boy considered this.


    “Are you the police?”


    “Even better. We’re the FBI.” Carter showed the boy his badge. It clearly impressed him, and his eyes widened.


    “Is she in trouble?”


    “I bet you’d like that, right?” Bishop cut in. Troy grinned mischievously.


    “I’ll get her. She’s in charge when mom’s out.” He turned his head over his shoulder, and with an ear-piercing screech, shouted, “Amy Enid Madigan, it’s for you!”


    He turned back and smiled up at the agents with a toothy grin.


    “She hates her middle name.”


    The piano music stopped abruptly, and seconds later Amy Madigan appeared, ruffling her younger brother’s hair.


    Bishop had to do a double take.


    He had been expecting the perky, long-haired teen from the AmesAndNix.com video, but in her place stood an elfin, green-eyed girl with very short, cropped hair.


    She peered out at the SUVs and the number of officers in position in front of her house, then proceeded to look pale.


    “Oh, God. This is about the video, right?”


    Bishop felt blindsided, and even Carter had to take a moment to check himself. They’d assumed Nicole had escaped from the bathroom and run directly here to shoot the SOS video. But something wasn’t adding up. Amy was looking so … different.


    “Forgive me, I’m forgetting myself. Please, come in.”


    Amy opened the door wider for them to enter and guided them inside, the perfect hostess.


    “Look, I’m so sorry to cause all this trouble. I just knew we took the joke too far when we shot that video last weekend. It was supposed to look like one of those ‘found footage’ sequences to trick people into thinking something was wrong. I put it up a moment ago, and the second I pressed ‘Upload’ I had a feeling it was a bad idea.”


    She craned her neck to view the SUVs and sedans through the sitting room window.


    “Whoa. Are they all for us?”


    She gave them a wide-eyed stare, her green eyes as clear and catlike as a favorite marble Bishop once had.


    But it wasn’t convincing enough for Carter.


    “OK, Amy, enough of the chat. You know this isn’t about the video. Is she here?”


    Amy blinked and seemed to grow angry. “I don’t know what you mean.”


    “Nicole came here. Directly after she ran away from us.”


    “No, she didn’t …” Amy began. “What — she ran away from you?” Amy held up her hands. “Look, it was totally my fault. Completely. I overstepped the mark.”


    “So you’re telling us she’s not here?”


    “God’s honest truth.” Amy tapped her heart.


    “And if we search the place, we’ll find nothing?”


    “Exactly.”


    Amy blinked back.


    Stalemate.


    Carter touched his earpiece. “This is Carter, sweep the house.”


    “Whoa, hold on a second there.” Amy reached out her hand and pushed it against Carter’s chest. “I studied Civics — don’t I have some kind of rights? Wasn’t there something called the First Amendment?”


    “First Amendment?” Carter smirked. “You referring to freedom of speech? I don’t see how that applies here. I think you were meaning to declare your rights to the Fourth Amendment: unlawful search and seizure.”


    “Damn right. That’s it. I claim the Four Amendment.”


    Carter grabbed Amy’s hand and pushes it aside. “Sorry, but I’m afraid the Fourth Amendment is moot when there’s been large-scale terrorist activities. And that stunt your friend pulled at the Patriot Center pretty much gives me complete freedom to do whatever the hell I want to your house.”


    Amy took a step back. This was big. Much bigger than she was ready to accept.


    Chaos descended.


    Twenty heavily armed officers came crashing through the open door and dispersed throughout the house. Half took the downstairs, and the others headed to the upper floors. Highly trained, their actions were effortless and fluid and utterly devastating.


    Amy stood calmly observing, her hands neatly folded, while listening to the sounds of the search all around her. Cupboards were being flung opened, furniture upended, boxes emptied. Anything big enough to hold a person was being searched.


    Her mom was going to have a fit.


    All the time, the agents didn’t take their eyes off of her. Just then, a different voice from outside cut the tense atmosphere.


    “What in our Dear Lord’s name is happening here?”


    Mrs. Jessica stormed through the open French windows and fixed her death stare on the agents.


    Carter stepped forward. “Ma’am, we’re from the FBI …”


    “Oh, you don’t have to tell me who you are.” Mrs. Jessica drew herself up to a formidable stature. “I take it you have a search warrant? That would be the only thing I can think of that would authorize you to victimize these poor children in such a way.”


    “Yes, ma’am. We’re looking for Nicole Aaronson. Have you seen her?”


    Mrs. Jessica didn’t flinch. If either of the agents had been watching Amy right then, they would have seen her issue a little prayer that Mrs. Jessica’s mood dice had rolled in her favor that day.


    “Well, you just missed her. She jumped right over my fence and disappeared into the field behind my garden. Come, I’ll show you. I figure she must be heading for the river.”


    The elderly lady indicated for them all to follow her, and she led them into Amy’s backyard. She pointed over the fence, past her own house and to the roads at the back.


    “See that hole in my fence? She went clean through that. Boy, she must be in some trouble.”


    Carter turned and thanked Mrs. Jessica respectfully. He had known the likes of Mrs. Jessica before, and they were usually those who had attended certain rallies in their youth and had bones to pick with the FBI. But this time, it seemed, she was being smart and cooperating.


    “Bishop, you get back to the SUV and notify P.R.E.S.S. We’ll need roadblocks in place, and I need that chopper overhead.” Carter pressed his earphone. “Fan out. Our suspect has escaped toward the river directly west of our location. She’s somewhere between us and the river.”


    Bishop jogged back to their Suburban at the front of the property.


    Then, just at the moment Carter turned to survey the woods, he caught sight of a thin bicycle trail bisecting some of the dank fall leaves in the Madigans’ backyard. Amy kept quiet, not wanting to preempt his discovery, but Carter was quick to notice the trail that Nicole’s bicycle ride had made.


    Then he pressed his earpiece, and from Amy’s vantage point, she could see him straighten up as he heard about a further development.


    They had found something inside the house.


    A second later, a SWAT member emerged from the house carrying Amy’s dog, Brutus. He would have barked at the sight of his master had it not been for the large clump of Amy’s hair currently wedged in his mouth.


    If looks could kill, Amy would have been dead on the floor right then.


    She and Mrs. Jessica had done their best to throw the FBI for a loop, but whatever they had done would only stall their progress — not stop them completely. Amy had bought Nicole precious minutes, and that was the main thing.


    Still, Carter circled them as though he was taking it all too personally.


    “Don’t leave this house,” he growled menacingly.


    Mrs. Jessica put her arm around Amy’s shoulders protectively. Amy thought she heard her mutter something about “damned spooks,” and she allowed Mrs. Jessica to lead her back inside.


    As he pushed past them, Carter pressed on his earpiece again.


    “Ignore earlier search region. New search region. Suspect is on the move and heading south toward Lake Fairfax. Repeat, she is heading toward Lake Fairfax.” Carter heard the sound of the helicopter overhead and grinned. “Have the chopper sweep the area with infrared, standard fugitive-tracking pattern. Agent Bishop will coordinate all teams. I’m going in pursuit on foot now.”


    With that, he disappeared through the gap in the Madigans’ hedge.


    If Amy hadn’t been so worried for her best friend, she would have congratulated herself on her Oscar-worthy performance. Her hair was a small price to pay for what Nicole had done for her. She only hoped it had bought her best friend enough time.

  


  
    A Greater Power


    Five minutes into the woods, and Nicole realized just how much she missed her smartphone. The sun was setting, and it would be pitch-black soon. Deep in the thicket of trees, with no sign of light indicating a clearing up ahead, she knew that very soon she would be hopelessly lost. More than ever, she yearned for the satellite map app and the comforting blue dot charting her path. She realized that the flashlight she had brought would attract too much attention, so she would have to go on without it for as long as possible, using only the natural light. There was every chance she had been running in circles. The darkness and gloom of the muffled woods was disorientating at best. Even though, the wildfire had been terrifying and choky, it had at least afforded some illumination. Still, this was how it was, and there was no other choice but keep moving.


    She had ridden Troy’s bicycle until the first field and then left it behind, hoping that the possibility of throwing her pursuers off her trail outweighed the risk of being too slow.


    Eventually she’d have to dash through the campgrounds where the wildfire had happened. Everything had been burned to the ground there, and she’d be exposed for a while. But if she could make it beyond the edge of the park, there was a dense shopping area in Tysons Corner. It’d be a long run, but that’s where she stood the best chance of blending in. She’d be just another teen with a backpack. Maybe she could duck into a gas station or a fast food bathroom and try to change her appearance. She had considered calling her mom, but as the FBI had her smartphone’s recent call history, her mom’s line was probably already bugged. Worst-case scenario, she had Amy’s mother’s old cell phone, but she would only use that after she knew she was safely out of harm’s way.


    After a while of keeping up her exhausting pace, she heard a distant pulsing sound. The dense woods warped the noise, so it was difficult to actually determine its source. Soon, she found her body was naturally responding to the thump of this mechanical beat, and the gentle thud of her feet hitting the heaped pine needles on the forest floor issued a dull bassline to her run.


    It was an odd kind of comfort. Perhaps it meant she was closer to the campgrounds than she thought?


    Can’t see.


    Nicole had been running for a while now, so that would make sense. She thought about her mom, blissfully unaware of what Nicole was going through right now. She had no idea what the next few hours would have in store for her. What if …?


    No. Don’t go there.


    She wouldn’t entertain the worst kind of thoughts. She couldn’t afford them right now.


    Straight ahead, she saw a circle of trees with a glimpse of dark blue sky above where some stars were beginning to peek out. Then, as she approached and craned her neck to look upward, the mechanical noise became very loud indeed. Suddenly, the source of it swooped across and away again.


    It was a helicopter!


    “No!” she screamed, horrified. She began to run again, wildly now, fear throttling her lungs and dragging at her ankles.


    She was being tracked!


    Like she’d seen countless times on crime shows on TV, her movements were being followed, probably by thermal imaging cameras. Wherever the swirl of yellows and reds of her figure ran, the helicopter could find her.


    She was trapped.


    She stopped running now and stood rooted to one spot, her mind racing. Her blood was pumping so furiously that she could hear it in her ears, and the trees were beginning to spin. She doubted herself then. What had she hoped to achieve by running?


    Then, she heard the unmistakable noise of a shoe heel impacting on twigs.


    She froze on the spot, hoping it was some small creature or a trick of the woods.


    It wasn’t.


    “Hello, Nicole.”


    Steeling her nerves, she spun around toward the voice.


    There he was. The trench coat, the serious expression and the misleading warm brown eyes of Agent Carter.


    Nicole gave in to her first instinct, which was to run again.


    He sprang lightly after her, and she thought she heard him arming his gun.


    Not even during the wildfire escape had her legs contained so much coiled elasticity. She was gasping for breath, but all she could think of was getting as much distance between her and the agent who was pursuing her so relentlessly.


    “It’s useless now and you know it. We have you surrounded! Whichever way you go, we’ll find you. You’ve had your fun, but now it’s time to face up to what you’ve done.”


    Agent Carter was right. For the life of her, Nicole couldn’t fathom how she could get out of this. Yet up ahead was the clear blue of evening light and the possibility of a clearing. It gave her hope and spurred her ever onward.


    But when she finally reached the light, further disappointment was waiting. She let out a cry as she found herself in all too familiar territory. It was the burnt and stubbled wasteland — the wake of the Lake Fairfax wildfire.


    As she took in the bleak, scorched earth around her, she knew running was now futile.


    Carter stared at her and issued a bitter laugh.


    There was only one way left to escape. Looking up above, Nicole observed the helicopter and calculated the extent to her powers. Could she reach them up there? If she was somehow able to injure the pilot, then it would cause a crash, which she could use as cover to make a good escape.


    She sighed.


    She also knew that if she did that, she would be crossing to the other side of the moral divide. She had already killed a man, but that was different. If she wielded her powers in anger and hate, she would be showing she was as bad as the FBI had feared. She would probably escape with her life, but could she live with the guilt? Up there were innocent agents, just doing their jobs, and she would take them down all because she had deemed her life to be more important than theirs?


    No.


    Not knowing what else to do, she fell to her knees and held up her hands.


    “Good girl. Now put them behind your back.”


    Nicole did as she was asked and waited. Maybe this was for the best. Amy could still get word to her mom. She figured she’d tell the FBI the truth, whatever they wanted to know. Perhaps that was the only way out of this mess now?


    But the handcuffs she was expecting didn’t arrive.


    Agent Carter also wasn’t radioing to his partner or signaling to the helicopter above.


    In fact, when Nicole looked his way out of the corner of her eye, she could see he was texting.


    From what she had seen, Agent Carter had done things by the book whenever he was with his partner, but now he was acting strangely. Nicole knew about Homeland Security and wondered whether this man had another agenda, as Ben had feared.


    A part of her was screaming at herself to run.


    But where would she run? Even if this guy was acting outside of the law, the FBI was still on her trail. She was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Whichever path she chose was looking very bad for her right now.


    She felt the warm breath of Agent Carter on the back of her neck as he leaned down behind her. It made her shiver in fear.


    “I can see you’re looking for a way out. No more escapes, please, Nicole. We have plans for girls like you.”


    “You’re not really with the government, are you?”


    Carter let out a laugh that froze Nicole’s nerves. “Oh, I am with the government. But I answer to a greater power. You’ll be meeting him shortly, in fact.”


    Nicole turned to look up, and the moment she met his eyes, she heard what must have been an exploding noise and felt a slicing pain course up her right leg.


    She screamed.


    Birds all around fluttered up from their high tree perches and into the evening sky. Nicole wondered when the burning would stop, but it didn’t. It carried on, like a flame at the end of a smoldering fuse.


    When she looked up at Agent Carter again, his face showed only grim determination.


    She felt down to her lower leg and found a steady trickle of blood.


    He had shot her.

  


  
    Eye of the Needle


    Nicole pulled herself along through the pine needles, but the biting pain wouldn’t cease. She knew it was useless to think that she was ever going to be able to escape the agent. But she had decided it was far better for her to take her chances with the FBI now. This man was insane.


    She also had a plan and was trying to push aside the terrible pain of her gunshot wound and focus on that.


    Concentrate, Nicole.


    Trouble was, every time she glanced down at the blood oozing from her leg, she felt her stomach turn. Yet every fiber of her being told her that she needed to get away. Not just for her, but for her parents and Amy and all her family. If this man took her now, then they might never know the truth.


    She felt some of the fogginess of the pain lift, and she could see her wound now, like a rip in a garment that needed to be mended. In her mind’s eye, she focused on the image of a needle and thread.


    “What are you doing?” Carter murmured coolly.


    But she wouldn’t meet his eyes. She took his evil, silky words and imagined them as healing thread for her wound. She would heal herself — and extract from him whatever life it took to do it.


    Then he’d see who was stronger.


    She crawled away again, hoping to put him off, all the time imagining threading the needle with the agent’s life force.


    Come on.


    She urged herself forward, but the blood pulsed on and out, and the pain in her leg wasn’t going away. She imagined the needle piercing the garment and drawing the thread through, but when the needle emerged, there was no thread to heal the tear.


    Perhaps the pain was taking her mind away from Balancing? She would need to calm herself down enough to try again. Confident that it was just a blip, Nicole attempted to thread the hole a second time. But her fingers in her mind’s eye were shaking, and the end of the thread kept missing the hole on the needle.


    Again and again she tried to pass the thin thread of life through the eye, and each time it just missed and skimmed alongside the metal of the needle.


    She glanced up at the agent’s merciless expression and felt a renewed determination. This time she could get the thread through the needle, and before her fingers could start shaking again, she poked the point through the garment.


    With a cry she realized that once again the needle emerged bare. Then it struck her: She had never tried to heal herself before. What if she couldn’t?


    She caught Agent Carter’s expression then as he looked down at her. He smirked.


    “Look around you, Nicole. What do you see?”


    Nicole lowered her gaze again. She would do nothing this man wanted her to.


    “Deadness. No life. Nothing for you, Balancer.”


    Nicole stopped moving, chilled by the realization that he knew the things Ben knew. He reached down to hold her by her chin.


    “Oh, and you’re trying so hard.”


    He squeezed a little tighter, and she felt fury and despair grip her. How could he be so cruel to her? What had she done to him? Tears sprung to her eyes, but she refused to meet his callous gaze.


    She tried the needle for a final time, now concentrating her anger and her pain on him, her humiliation and her fear.


    But still nothing happened.


    With a flick of his wrist, Carter threw Nicole aside, and she cried out as she felt the blow against a rock impact her wounded leg. She groaned.


    “You’re not omnipotent, Balancer. There is a limit to your skills. Oh, your little boyfriend didn’t figure out that part, did he? It’s so ironic. You can save me, but you can’t save yourself.”


    Carter’s cruel laughter echoed across the barren woods.


    Nicole screamed. If she couldn’t get away from him through her powers, then she would have to find another way. She grabbed hold of the rock under her and, drawing on all of her strength, lifted herself up on her good leg and swung her arm at the surprised agent.


    The rock hit the side of his face, and the impact made him stumble back.


    Without looking to see what had happened, Nicole took off, letting her wounded leg trail behind her.


    She was too determined, too angry and too afraid to let pain prevent her escape.


    Now she needed the FBI to find her before Agent Carter did. That was her new plan.


    Her only plan.

  


  
    Just Say No


    Bishop hadn’t heard from Carter in ten minutes, and it was unnerving him. He was sitting, uselessly, in the passenger seat of their Suburban, waiting for a call from his partner like some lovelorn kid.


    He knew the helicopter had tracked Nicole to the center of the scorched woods near Lake Fairfax where the wildfire had begun. The trees were bare and brittle there and had offered the fugitive no hiding place. Moments ago, the pilots reported that another person — most likely Carter — had caught her.


    Why hadn’t he radioed this to Bishop?


    The silence was suspicious, as was his partner’s determination to pursue a dangerous suspect without him. Bishop pressed his earpiece again.


    “Carter, this is Bishop. Report your position and exact whereabouts.”


    Silence.


    “God damn it, Carter!”


    “Sir!”


    One of the field agents had knocked on the window. Bishop wasn’t able to hide his anger, and he greeted his colleague with what amounted to a frustrated growl.


    “You’re going to want to see this.”


    “What is it?”


    Bishop scooted across the seat for the agent to join him and was handed a laptop computer.


    “The chopper pilots report a trail — most likely of blood — behind the fugitive.”


    “Show me.”


    The agent showed Bishop the thermal imaging. Sure enough, two figures and what looked like a smear of rapidly cooling blood was trailing behind them.


    “That’s not all.”


    The agent called up another piece of footage from a few minutes earlier, featuring the human-shaped swirls of reds and yellows against the cold blues of the woods. The smaller of the two, presumably Nicole, appeared to be crouched down on the ground. Carter was circling her in what looked to be an intimidating way.


    Suddenly there was a white-yellow flash, and then warm reds leaked out of the figure on the ground. A few moments later, Nicole made a little movement followed by a sudden jolt, and Carter fell back.


    Bishop stopped the footage. He felt sick to his stomach.


    Carter had shot her. Why had he done that when she was crouched on the ground?


    This didn’t look good.


    This, in fact, looked a lot like uncharted territory.


    “Connect me to FBI Internal Security,” Bishop said.


    He sat back as the agent followed his command. When connected, Bishop cleared his throat, the only sign of the nervousness he felt.


    “I need clearance to access Agent Carter’s emails and correspondence … No, I don’t care. Now.” Bishop inserted his smartcard into the laptop’s security slot. A series of questions appeared on the screen that required responses indicating the severity of the security breach. His answers provided all of the necessary confirmation needed for temporary access to Carter’s communication records. Everything Bishop did from now on would be monitored and reviewed. But Bishop felt justified that this was necessary given the circumstances, and he was willing to face whatever judgment came later for his actions.


    After a moment, he was in. Eight years of loyal partnership dissolved in an instant. But Bishop couldn’t think about that now; there were lives at stake, and he could not afford to take any more risks. He scrolled through Carter’s inbox very briefly. It was as suspiciously clean as any felon’s.


    He pressed his earpiece. “Where are his text messages? Get me all of Carter’s texts from today!”


    Bishop could hear the sound of the FBI analyst typing rapidly on a keyboard. “We’ll be receiving those texts from NSA momentarily. They need about one minute to break the encryption. I’ll forward them as soon as they are received.”


    After a brief pause, Bishop received the incoming messages, and when he pulled up the text history, it confused him. Apparently, the only person Carter had been texting was somebody named “Prof DuBois.” He wasn’t from any known terrorist or criminal organization that Bishop was familiar with. An FBI file on a thin, elderly man with wizened eyes appeared. DuBois worked over at Columbia University and lectured on antiquities. So why was Carter in touch with the professor, and how come Bishop knew nothing of it?


    He read the most recent message from DuBois, which had been sent an hour before.


     


    From: Prof DuBois


    She has not grown to her full potential yet.


    She is also naive, and that will work to our advantage.


    Remember, she cannot heal herself.


    Find a place where there is no life and she will be disarmed.


     


    Carter continued to review subsequent text messages, and as he read the pair’s conversation, it sent a cold stream of horror through his veins.


     


    To: Prof DuBois


    I have her.


    But how do I keep her under control?


     


    From: Prof DuBois


    No drugs. They may enhance the Balancer’s abilities.


    My research shows physical pain and torture will be most effective.


     


    Bishop exhaled heavily.


    So that’s why Carter had shot her.


    Nicole was the Balancer, whatever that was. And Carter had known about this all along and had been waiting for the FBI to strike in order to take her himself. Perhaps, in all of their years working together, his partner had always been searching for a Balancer.


    Nicole Aaronson was clearly special — and dangerous. But why?


    He bristled. He felt angry, betrayed and, most of all, more determined than ever to bring Nicole in himself. Not to a place where she would be probed and tested, but to a safe house where he could protect her until he knew exactly who he was up against.


    He got on his radio.


    “I am issuing a Code Red warning to all active agents. You are to proceed with extreme caution with Nicole Aaronson and Agent Carter. Aaronson has been wounded but may still be a threat. Agent Carter has been compromised and is armed and dangerous.” Bishop slammed his fists on the desk and stared at the messages again.


    The field agent reluctantly approached Agent Bishop and tapped him on the shoulder.


    “For the love of god, what now?”


    “Sir, there is something else you should know. Radar has picked up another craft sharing the airspace with our helicopter. We think it’s a military Predator Drone. But it keeps appearing and disappearing from our radar. I spoke to the other techs and we’ve concluded it has stealth technology that’s beyond our surveillance equipment. It’s more advanced than anything we’ve ever seen.”


    “So …. Who’s flying spy drones over my operational theater?” Bishop screamed.


    The field agent, and his partner in the shadows just shrugged their shoulders. “No clue. We checked with every agency we know, and they all denied knowledge of the drone. All we know is that somebody else is watching us, and they have better toys than we do.”


    This day had just shifted from bad to worse.

  


  
    When Was This Place?


    Nicole could hear Agent’s Carter’s footsteps rapidly catching up to her. She was determined to get to the other side of the scorched part of the woods before he got hold of her again. She had gotten used to the pain in her leg, and it was numbing now because she’d used the brief moments when the agent had been disorientated to bind the gunshot wound with her scarf.


    He was fitter than her, and he was now in a blind rage, but Nicole had vowed to get to anybody but him. Striding forward, she suddenly felt herself being pulled back. Desperate, she tried to struggle out of his grasp, but exhausted by her flight, she realized he was simply too strong for her, and she found herself pushed onto the forest floor.


    She tried to crawl away, but Agent Carter was quick to react to that too, and he yanked her arms behind her back. He was breathing rapidly, and she could hear the mechanical click of handcuffs.


    “Give it up, Nicole. I admire your spirit, but there’s nothing you can do now.”


    Nicole shook her head. She wouldn’t — couldn’t — believe that.


    She tried to struggle away, crawling through the pine needles and dirt, but he pressed his knee to the small of her back.


    She was trapped. She lowered her head and turned it so that the side of her face was resting against the soft pine needles. She could smell the aroma of the resin, and it took her back to the beautiful day of camping before the wildfire.


    She shut her eyes and let out a terrible sob then at the thought that perhaps it would all end here, in the gloom and the half-light of the forest where it had all begun.


    He was right.


    It was over.


    She felt her arms droop at this thought, and the fight left her.


    “Good girl,” Carter said.


    Her mind started to drift away again, just like it had done at the concert.


    Nicole then found herself in a cold, dark and damp room somewhere. It didn’t look like any place she had ever been before. The walls were solid rough-cut stone, and the only light was from torches lining the hallway. Strange. There was no sign of anything powered by electricity. Everything was old, but what was most striking was how clean it all was. It seemed a medieval dungeon where rats should be running around among grimy, moss-covered stones, and yet it was as though it had just been built.


    In the distance, Nicole caught the sound of running water, possibly a small stream. She could hear the muffled sounds of large crowds of people laughing, chanting and singing. It was as if they were above the stone ceiling, beyond reach.


    Where was this place? Or when was this place?


    She then saw a girl a little older than herself sitting with her back against the wall. There were chains and shackles nearby, but they were unlocked and unused. Judging by the rags the girl was wearing as clothes, she had lived there a long time. Why didn’t she leave?


    The girl seemed to notice Nicole and motioned for her to come closer. Her eyes were tired, but she was glad to see Nicole and she smiled as she spoke.


    “There’s still hope for you. Look around. Life exists where you may least expect it. Where there is life, there is hope. Just look closer.”


    Suddenly Nicole felt a knee against her back and she screamed. The girl looked momentarily afraid, and then the whole vision melted away.


    Nicole opened her eyes.


    She was back in the woods. With her face pressed up against the soil and pine needles, in her peripheral vision she saw the agent reach in his trench coat for his cell phone. He was checking his texts again.


    As he scrolled down the screen, the light of his phone illuminated something in the distance that Nicole hadn’t spotted before.


    She prayed that he would turn his phone toward it again so she could get a better look. She tried to quell her hope and tell herself that she could have just been imagining it.


    Carter lifted up his phone to speak. “It’s me. I have her secured — but hurry. I’m finished here. The feds are gearing up to take me, so we need to act fast.”


    His voice was so soft, determined. By the tone, he could have been telling his wife to bring the car round.


    Just as he ended the call, his smartphone illuminated the ground again, and Nicole saw she hadn’t been imagining at all.


    After he’d put his phone away and the darkness was restored, Nicole could just about make out the dim green of new shoots of trees a little farther away in the distance. The circle of life had begun again. In the bleak devastation of the wildfire’s wake, new saplings barely a half-inch tall were sprouting.


    Most importantly, Agent Carter hadn’t seen them.


    In those moments, as an unknown fate awaited her, Nicole could go only on what she knew. Agent Carter had treated her like an animal in capturing her. She surely couldn’t expect better treatment when he handed her off to this other important man.


    It came down to this, then. A stark choice.


    “Let me go,” she said firmly. “I’ll give you one last chance.” She tried to turn around, but Carter had put pressure on her back once more, and she couldn’t lift herself. There didn’t seem to be a part of her that didn’t hurt, and her leg was throbbing with the pain of the bullet wound.


    Agent Carter just laughed again. “Nice bluff. But you’re finished and you know it.”


    Nicole understood then what she had to do. She began to stare at the distant saplings she had seen earlier by the light of Carter’s phone.


    She felt the anger, fear and pain rise up in her chest and pour into the ground. Sure, she could feel ashamed of what she had done. The black-and-white facts were that she had killed and she had sickened. But the truth was far more complex. It had a humility to it that someone like Agent Carter — and whoever he was really working for — could never hope to understand.


    She loved and she was loved. She wondered whether Carter could say the same for himself. This made her feel fierce and proud. She focused on the green saplings and thought of all of the people she loved and who loved her. She was Nicole Aaronson, daughter of ER doctor Lucy Aaronson and Investigator James Aaronson. Her favorite food was grilled cheese sandwiches and she loved to read in the sunroom when it rained. If she could swim everywhere instead of walking or running, she would, especially at night when the stars were out and blanketed the sky. Her favorite person in the whole world was Amy Madigan, with her exuberance, kindness and madness. There were too many people whose hearts would break if Nicole disappeared off the face of the earth now, and if it took every breath in her body, she would make sure she saw them all again.


    She heard a cry from Agent Carter.


    All the while, Nicole kept focused on the fern saplings, which were now growing with the life she was taking and pouring into them. The more she focused, the greater the number of fern leaves that unfurled. As Nicole kept her heart directed at these magnificent leaves with their intricate geometrical structures, she could see that even in this dim gloom, they were blossoming into lush greenery.


    “How are you doing this?” Carter screamed out.


    The smell hit her then. It was a little like the aroma of a charred burger, and it made her feel nauseated. But she couldn’t stop now.


    If Nicole had looked behind her, she may well have wavered. The burning in the agent’s chest looked the red-and-yellow glow of skin over a flashlight.


    Carter had seen the photographs of the wildfire animals and knew the inner devastation of Nicole’s power, but nothing could have prepared him for the immense pain he was experiencing. He screamed with howling agony, and it seemed to last an eternity and then suddenly silenced.


    Nicole stopped. She imagined herself lying on her back looking at the dark blue sky again. As if she had broken a spell, she felt the agent’s body slump off to the side of her.


    It was over.


    The FBI was no longer a safe haven after what she had just done. Nicole figured she could either stay and face the consequences, or leave now. Soon the agent’s accomplice would be here and she would be arrested for sure. She needed to move, and fast. She rose to her feet, a little unsteadily at first, noticing the small pall of smoke rising from the agent’s middle as he lay face down in the pine needles.


    It didn’t have to be this way.


    Nicole’s breathing stabilized quickly. And she lingered a moment longer to study the Balancing effects on Carter’s smoldering body. Nicole pursed her lips to form a wry smile.


     


    “The world is a better place without you.”


     


    With one more glance behind her, Nicole disappeared into the night.

  


  
    Epilogue


    The face of WBN reporter Lynn Meyers appears onscreen, a passenger in the news helicopter. The sound of the blades creates a beat to the image of Lynn looking down at the ground below.


    “We’re here above Lake Fairfax, the site of a series of strange occurrences that are baffling scientists across the country.”


    The camera zooms in on the aerial view of the Fairfax woods and the tops of the evergreen pines.


    “We’re about to fly over the latest mysterious phenomena any second now to give you an idea of its scale. What you’ll see first are the trees, and then the beginning of the scorched land destroyed by the August wildfire, where everything is burned to the ground for acres and acres.”


    The aerial shot takes in the blackened, flat earth as it rolls under the helicopter. Then it comes into view: a circular jungle of ferns, small plants and trees that are lush and rich in their vivid greenery.


    “As you can see, even from this high up, the difference is striking. These indigenous small plants and trees seemingly sprang up from nowhere overnight. The U.S. Forest Service is now here running tests on the area, which has previously been the site of a series of strange and mysterious events. Experts are calling it a freak act of nature, but many are now asking whether these recent unexplained incidents are indications of an alien presence in the area.”


    The screen freezes as the video is paused on the scene of the rings of dense plant life.


    “Alien presence? Fools.”


    Then, a hand places another pin in a large map of the United States in the section of Lake Fairfax. Nearby are the pins for the wildfire, Flour Mill Run, Mrs. Truman’s backyard, Evergreen Hospital and the Patriot Center. Beside the large map are papers and charts, newspaper and file pictures of Nicole, and reports of the Patriot Center epidemic.


    A man steps back from his operations wall, smooths his wiry, silver hair, and rests on the queen-sized bed in his shabby motel room.


    Soon the map will be folded down, his papers will be gathered up and he’ll have to be on the move again.


    His gaze returns to the laptop, the bloom of ferns frozen like a photograph where he had paused it.


    Of course, he knows WBN just isn’t getting it. They never did.


    He scans the map of pins again, and a wry smile spreads across his face.


     


    “Well done, Nicole. Very well done indeed.”
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