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          FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      A light rain fell, and the moon wasn’t visible because of the heavy cloud cover. The weather was one of the many reasons they’d picked tonight for this mission.

      A long row of streetlights illuminated the sidewalk, and the usually busy road had minimal traffic at this time of night.

      The bright sign by the building said North East Regional Hospital. About a hundred yards south of the sign was a narrow paved drive.

      There, a smaller unlit sign read Authorized Traffic Only. This drive led to a dark alcove between the original building and an addition that was built in the late ’70s.

      This area was restricted because no one wanted to see where the hospital kept the dumpsters. Several hedges and a few ornamental trees partially obscured the drive.

      Without warning, between two dumpsters, a neon blue light formed. It started about three feet off the ground and grew to about six-feet high and two-and-a-half-feet wide. After the light reached full size, a medium-height woman with an athletic build stepped out of the portal and into the alcove. The light disappeared.

      During the six seconds the portal existed, there was a connection between our time period and another, which wouldn’t exist for over a hundred years.

      The woman stumbled, grabbed hold of the dumpster, and used it to balance herself. She took several deep breaths to help her focus.

      Withdrawing a small device from the pocket of her light blue hospital scrubs, she fumbled with it, then pressed it to her neck. She grimaced because of the brief moment of pain she experienced when the device touched her neck.

      A warm feeling passed through her body, allowing her to relax a little. Returning the advanced auto-injector to her pocket, she waited for a few seconds as the four medications took effect. She felt the analgesic and powerful stimulant were working and started walking toward the sidewalk. The anti-nausea drug seemed to help, but not as effectively.

      She’d been told that the fourth medication in the injection would slow down the lethal cellular collapse that was destroying her body.

      The woman knew she had to get moving. Her auto-injector held only two more doses, and she needed to accomplish her mission before the final one wore off.

      Exiting the alcove, she moved to the sidewalk. Turning right, she strode toward the main hospital entrance with growing concern as she advanced. Her nausea seemed to get worse with each step, and she already sensed her strength fading.

      Fortunately, she knew the hospital's layout, having studied it well before her mission. The main entrance was ahead, and only a few other people were heading in the same direction as she was.

      The woman passed through the glass sliding door and into the lobby. A white-shirted security guard sat at a desk inside. She turned the ID tag that hung from her scrubs, so the guard saw the North East Regional logo and kept walking.

      The ID bore the name Abby Russell. That had been a joke by those who’d fabricated the card. Abby Russell was the name of the last person to ever serve as President of the United States.

      “Thanks. Have a good shift,” the guard said.

      The dying woman continued to walk, thinking how easy it had been. She knew the minimal levels of security were a primary reason for using this time period for the mission.

      Making her way to the bank of elevators, she double-checked her knowledge against the sign, which said Maternity was on the fourth floor. As the elevator door closed, she leaned back against the wall as the car started to move.

      She closed her eyes, resting and thankful she was alone. The pain continued to increase. Her head hurt the worst, but her gut and extremities also ached, and the pain was intensifying rapidly.

      The doors opened, and with considerable effort, she forced herself to walk out of the elevator car and down the hall. She knew she wasn’t walking straight and even felt herself stumbling, but she needed to keep going. She hoped no one would see her and think she was intoxicated.

      As per the plan, it was still too soon for another injection. If she took them too soon, she wouldn’t be able to make it back to the portal and home.

      Casually, she passed the nurse’s station, noting that one man was seated and working on a computer. Smiling, she was relieved to see the research had been correct and her scrubs matched his. At least her clothing wouldn’t draw attention.

      Next down the hall was the infant room. Inside were twelve bassinets, only six of which had babies in them.

      A female nurse was in there, changing the diaper of one of the infants. Neither of the staff had paid any attention to the stranger, who confidently walked down the corridor.

      She turned left at the end of the hall and found what she was looking for—a door marked Utility. Struggling, she managed to open the door, her dexterity failing, then stepped inside and let it close behind her.

      After removing the auto-injector from her pocket, she again pressed it to the side of her neck. The warm feeling returned, and so did her strength and alertness. The pain was somewhat diminished but still significant.

      In the room, she saw partially full trash cans and cleaning supplies. Along one wall, there were bins for dirty linens. Moving to the rust-stained utility sink, she inserted the stopper. Next, she removed two sealed packets from her pocket, ripped them open, and dumped the powdered contents into the sink.

      Raising the top to her scrubs, she took from her belt two small bottles that were attached on either side. Each held about eight ounces. She unscrewed the caps, took a deep breath, and poured the green liquid over the powder.

      The effect was immediate. A sizzling sound and harmless white chemical smoke began filling the utility closet. The sharp, acrid smell of the chemicals mingled with the already present scent of bleach and cleaning supplies.

      As she left the room, the pungent odor followed her. The imposter left the door ajar to allow the intensifying chemical smoke to fill the hall. She headed back toward the room with the newborns.

      As she approached, the woman stepped into an unoccupied patient room. Moving into the shadows, she waited. After two full minutes, her anxiety grew.

      The waiting was taking much too long. The pain was back, almost as bad as right before her last dosage, and her thinking was getting fuzzy.

      Eventually, she smelled the smoke as it worked up the hall. She heard concerned voices approaching and watched the woman, and then the man, hurry past her hiding spot, heading for the source of the smoke.

      The woman glanced left and right, seeing that the corridor was clear. Crossing over to the nursery, she removed a device the size of a deck of playing cards from her belt and held it at the card reader. The door buzzed open.

      Defeating the primitive electronic security had been one of the simplest parts of the mission.

      Stepping in, she read the names on the bassinets, looking for Devin Baker.

      The first name she saw belonged to a cute infant girl named Tasha Doller, and she recognized this name. Tasha had been the subject of an earlier mission.

      Unfortunately, Tasha died in a drowning accident in her early teens before she could ever be of use.

      Devin was next to Tasha and was sleeping peacefully.

      The trespasser unwrapped him, removed a new single-dose auto-injector from her other pocket, and pressed it to his leg. As rapidly as her shaking hands would allow, she re-wrapped the now-crying infant and left the room.

      Stepping out, she walked to the elevator, slipping the expended auto-injector into her pocket. The elevator arrived, and she got in and injected herself for the third and final time. With this injection, the improvement was minimal.

      As she exited the elevator, she removed two slips of paper from her pocket. One said succeeded, and the other read failed. Crumpling up the one that indicated failure, she threw it in a trash can she passed and returned the other to her pocket. The planners knew she wouldn’t be in any condition to write a note at this point in the suicide mission.

      She approached the exit with almost no strength left and was close to vomiting. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the guard watching her as she walked. There was no doubt he could tell she wasn’t feeling well.

      “Going home already?” he asked.

      Giving him a weak smile, she said, “I’m not sure what I came down with, but it hit me fast.”

      “Well, I hope you’re feeling better.”

      Rather than answer, she nodded and kept walking. She exited, and the crisp night air felt good, and she took a deep breath, getting some relief. Making it to the sidewalk, she vomited and recognized the metallic taste of blood. Her stomach felt a little better, and she tried to increase her pace, but her coordination was failing, and she tripped and landed face-down on the sidewalk.

      With extreme effort, she used a light pole for balance, got back to her feet, and continued toward the drive that led to the dumpsters.

      Feeling something like a tear on her cheek, she wiped it away and noticed it was blood. Bleeding from the eyes and nose were possibilities she knew about.

      The dying woman entered the alcove, keeping one hand on the wall of the old building to help steady her balance, and struggled along.

      After returning to the dumpster, she leaned against it and took out of her pocket the last item she was carrying. The device had a shape similar to an egg but smaller. Dropping it would be a big problem because she didn’t think she could pick it up and return to a standing position.

      The device appeared solid but was actually two pieces. She twisted the top of the egg-shaped device ninety degrees clockwise, and it lit up. It glowed yellow for about five seconds and then turned green.

      She squeezed it with all her remaining strength and felt a click from inside it. The neon blue light reappeared and grew to the size of a door.

      As her final act, she stumbled through the portal, knowing she’d be dead when she arrived.

      The blue light disappeared.
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Chapter One


          

          CURRENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      It was a warm summer evening, and fifteen-year-old Devin Baker and his best friend, Sawyer Gomez, rode their bicycles north on State Street. They’d just left Hill Side Community Church after attending a youth group event with over thirty other kids and their leaders.

      Most weeks, Devin enjoyed the three-mile bike ride. However, he looked forward to next year. Then he’d get his driver’s license, and he’d make this trip driving the blue 1979 Ford Mustang that he and his dad had been restoring for the last year.

      After the boys left the church, they stopped at the local convenience store on their way home. The friends came here every week to purchase a snack for the ride back.

      The building was small and old, with a faded blue sign above the door, and they parked their bikes near the front, careful not to block the fuel pumps.

      As always, Devin headed straight for the refrigerated section, grabbed a tall bottle of sweet iced tea, and then selected a small bag of Doritos. Sawyer went for the ice cream cooler in the back of the store and selected his favorite, a packaged ice cream cone.

      The cashier, a plump, balding man with a kind smile, greeted them as they approached the counter.

      “I assumed I’d be seeing you two tonight,” he chuckled. “Every Wednesday, the same purchase.”

      “No reason to change,” said Sawyer with a grin.

      After paying, the boys headed back to their bikes.

      With treats in hand, they continued on their way. Sawyer rode with one hand while eating the ice cream. The boys passed through the traffic light and down a long, winding hill. Next, they would pass the pond where kids skated each winter. Their speed increased as the bikes went down the hill.

      At the last minute, Sawyer saw a small branch laying in the road in front of him. There was no time to avoid it, and he probably wouldn’t have tried to, even if he’d seen it sooner. It wasn’t big at all.

      Upon hitting the branch, his balance was compromised a little. It was not a problem for a teen who was comfortable on his bike, but he’d been paying attention to the ice cream and wasn’t expecting it. Startled, he grabbed for the handlebars with his other hand.

      The cone broke and struck his thigh before falling to the ground. With minimal effort, Sawyer regained control and didn’t even slow down.

      He was mad that he’d lost his ice cream, which was less than half-finished. Now, his hand was sticky from the snack breaking while he was holding it, and a big gooey splotch stained his pants.

      Worst of all, Devin had seen it and found it funny. He said, “Good job! Is this your first time on a bike?”

      “Shut up! There was something in the road.”

      “That little twig? It looks to me like you don’t know how to ride a bike,” Devin laughed.

      Sawyer didn’t respond immediately but pouted because of embarrassment and the loss of his cone.

      After a minute, he asked, “Can I have some Doritos? I lost my cone, and I’m hungry.”

      “Sure,” Devin answered without a second thought.

      Devin accelerated to get next to Sawyer as they approached the curve that went around the pond.

      Pulling up next to Sawyer, he held out the bag. It was the same type of handoff the boys had done many times before. Sawyer took the bag and drifted over a little too close to his friend. Devin responded by veering left and over the center line as they went into the curve.

      At the same time, a car came around the curve from the opposite direction and also drifted over the centerline.

      Before he could react, Devin’s bike hit the car's front corner, throwing him through the air and into the windshield before he tumbled off onto the asphalt.

      He remained conscious long enough to feel his left femur snapping in two and his head striking the pavement.

      The last thing he heard was the woman screaming through her open window and Sawyer calling his name.
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      The first thing Devin was aware of was being cold. His eyes blinked open to the harsh brightness of a hospital room. White walls, bright fluorescent lights, and the sound of medical equipment beeping and humming surrounded him.

      His mother, Lucy Baker, stood at his bedside with worry lines etched on her face and tears in her eyes. Sawyer sat in a nearby chair, his face pale and anxious as he twisted his fingers in his lap.

      He closed his eyes, shielding them from the glaring bright light while trying to remember what happened, and it all came back to him instantly. Not only that, but his senses and alertness snapped back to normal.

      “Hey, mom,” Devin said while trying to sit up in bed.

      “Lay back. You were hit by a car, and you’re in a hospital,” his mother explained.

      “I know. I remember it, but I feel fine.”

      “Dev, you can’t be fine,” Sawyer said. “Your head bounced off the pavement. There was blood everywhere. And your leg broke. I saw it. The EMS crew put the splint on while you were still lying on the road.”

      Standing up, Sawyer moved closer to his friend.

      Devin looked down at the leg and said, “I know. I thought so, too, but my leg feels okay.

      “Mom, did you call Dad? I don’t want him to come home early because of this.”

      “Not yet. He’s supposed to fly home from the conference tomorrow. After we get the report from the doctor, I’ll let him know,” Lucy said.

      Devin’s father worked as a chemical engineer and was attending a conference in Vancouver, Canada. He’d left for the event a week before. He had an excellent reputation in his field. As a result, he was frequently asked to speak about industrial solvents. This made Devin very proud of his dad.

      The ER physician with a stethoscope draped around her neck and a nurse in purple scrubs walked into the room and slid the privacy curtain out of the way.

      “Devin, I’m Doctor Katman. I am glad to see you’re awake. I must say, I didn’t expect to see you conscious so soon.”

      The doctor was a middle-aged, medium-height woman with long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore blue scrubs and a white lab coat with her name embroidered on the front in black letters. Despite her friendly demeanor, there was a hint of worry etched into her features.

      “Where are you hurting the worst right now?” the doctor asked.

      “I don’t hurt anywhere. But I remember my left leg breaking when the car hit me.”

      “Well, now that you’re awake, I’m going to examine you again to find what all is injured.”

      As the doctor examined Devin for the second time, the nurse said, “All his vital signs are still normal.”

      Nodding, the doctor gently took hold of his leg and removed the splint. Carefully, she pushed and twisted the leg, gradually increasing the force.

      “None of that hurts?”

      “No.”

      “It certainly doesn’t appear to be broken.”

      Sawyer stepped closer. “I saw the crash and the leg. It broke. I told this to the paramedics.”

      “The EMS crew mentioned it,” said Dr. Katman, “but they didn’t find anything either.”

      “There’s no way a leg bends at an angle like it was and isn’t broken,” Sawyer replied adamantly.

      The doctor looked at him skeptically, then continued her examination. The only reaction she got from Devin was a slight facial change when she pressed on the teen’s abdomen.

      “Did that hurt?”

      “No, not pain. It just feels kinda full. Like pressure,” Devin answered.

      “Deb, let’s get a portable ultrasound in here. I want to get a look in his belly,” Dr. Katman instructed.

      The nurse turned and left the room to get the equipment.

      The physician said to Devin and his mother, “So far, everything else looks okay. Since he was knocked out, we’re going to get a CAT scan of his head. There are a few mysteries here.

      “While you were unconscious, I examined your head. Your shirt is covered in blood, and there’s matted blood in your hair, but we can’t see where it’s coming from. Neither of us can find a wound, and there’s nothing actively bleeding now. I’d say you and your friend were mistaken about the leg, but I’ll get an X-ray to make sure.”

      As she spoke, the nurse wheeled in the ultrasound machine. She raised Devin’s gown and, with gentle hands, applied a cool, slick layer of green gel to his abdomen before firmly placing the probe against his skin. The soft humming of the machine filled the room as it displayed images on its screen.

      Doctor Katman stood next to her, with eyes trained on the screen as Deb skillfully maneuvered the probe over Devin’s abdomen. The images appeared in black and white, like a window into his body. Lines and shapes moved across the screen, revealing Devin’s internal organs. When the probe stopped moving, the doctor spoke. “Right there. Okay, there’s quite a bit of blood in your abdomen. I’m surprised it isn’t more painful and that your vitals are so good. We’re going to get you in for a CAT scan of your head and abdomen and an X-ray of the right leg. While that’s happening, I’ll page the trauma surgeon so he can come and review the situation.”

      As the doctor left the room, Lucy stepped closer and took hold of her son’s hand. “Are you sure you aren’t in any pain?”

      “No, mom. Really, I feel fine. What happened to the girl who hit me? Is she okay?”

      “Last I saw, she was talking to the cops,” Sawyer said. “She was kinda hysterical.”

      “I remember hearing her screaming before I passed out. If the police return during my CAT scan, please have them let her know that I’m fine.”

      A young woman in maroon scrubs entered the room and prepared Devin for the tests.

      The paramedics had started an IV on the way to the hospital. She moved the IV bag from the ceiling-mounted hook to a collapsible pole built into the bed. She unhooked the blood pressure cuff and cardiac monitor, unlocked the wheels, and pushed the bed from the room.

      The medical assistant rolled Devin to an elevator, where they descended one level. From there, it was a brief trip down a bright hall to the imaging area and through a heavy door that read CT 2.

      CT, or computed tomography, is a series of X-rays from multiple angles that allow the inside of the body to be viewed.

      They brought the surface of the CT table level with the hospital bed and asked him if he could move over on his own. As soon as they were ready, he purposefully used his left leg and pushed to lift his weight and slide over to the hard surface.

      As expected, he experienced no pain from the leg he knew had fractured.

      Everyone cleared out of the room so the test could begin. Devin was alone and closed his eyes, thinking about something that had occupied much of his thought over the last month.

      Devin remembered back about four weeks ago. He’d been at home and needed to slice up a lime for a meal he was helping his mother prepare. He’d cut it in half and then tried to cut it a second time but wasn’t paying attention.

      The blade cut through the lime and right into his palm. He yelped and dropped the knife, feeling the citrus burn his wound.

      Hurrying to the sink, he turned on the cold water and stuck his hand under the stream. To this day, he wasn’t sure, but it seemed like the pain stopped just before his palm touched the water.

      After a couple of seconds, he pulled his hand out to see how bad the wound was, but couldn’t find anything wrong. There was no trace of the injury. But looking back at the counter, he saw the spilled blood. Devin quickly cleaned up the mess. He wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t want to tell anyone what happened, not even his mother.

      His attention returned to the present as they assisted him back to the bed and took him to get an X-ray of his leg. He was confused about what had happened, but there were a couple of things he knew for sure—the leg had broken but was now fine, and whatever had bled into his belly was now healed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Three days later, Devin sat in his bedroom. His parents wanted him to take it easy for another day before returning to school.

      The CAT scan showed blood in the abdomen but no injuries to any internal organs. Following two days of observation, the trauma surgeon finally deemed him stable enough to be released back home.

      The doctors who’d treated him were all confused by what they saw. Devin had enjoyed listening to their theories, and in the end, they told him he’d been extremely fortunate.

      Now he sat on his bed, bored and thinking. Something was going on, but he didn’t feel comfortable telling anyone. What would they think? Would people become afraid? Would doctors want to study him? None of this made any sense.

      Sawyer knocked at the door and stepped into the room.

      “Hey. Your dad said I should come up. He thought you were resting.”

      “Not really resting. I’m just bored. My parents think I need to rest, but I feel fine.”

      Sawyer walked to the desk and pulled out the chair. He removed the stack of folded laundry from the chair and then sat.

      His attention was drawn to something bright red in the trash can, which lay between the bed and the desk, and he realized he was looking at several bloody tissues.

      “Did you have a bloody nose?”

      There was a long pause. Then Devin said, “No, not a bloody nose.”

      Another pause.

      “Can you keep a secret?” Devin asked.

      “You know I can,” Sawyer answered, sounding offended.

      Devin stared at his best friend for several seconds, deciding whether to give up his secret. Finally, he grabbed two tissues from the box on the table. Reaching under the blankets, he withdrew the razor knife he’d concealed when Sawyer came to the door.

      “Don’t say anything,” Devin said. “Just watch.”

      He slid the blade across the meaty part of his palm, creating a one-inch-long incision.

      “What are you doing?” Sawyer’s eyes grew wide.

      Devin set the knife down and snatched up the tissues to catch the spilled blood before it fell. He didn’t want his mother to find blood on the bed.

      “Just be quiet and watch,” Devin said firmly, holding the wound out so his friend could see it clearly.

      In less than five seconds, the incision began closing. In another five seconds, it vanished entirely. The only trace left was the drying blood on his skin.

      “I don’t believe it. How’d you do that?” Sawyer asked. The amazement was evident in his voice.

      “I have no idea how.”

      “So, this is new?” Sawyer asked.

      “No, this wasn’t the first time something strange like that happened,” Devin confessed. “About a month ago, I had this cut on my hand from slicing a lime, but the wound just disappeared.”

      Sawyer’s eyes widened. “Disappeared? How’s that even possible?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out,” Devin replied, his voice tinged with frustration. “I didn’t tell anyone about it because it seemed too crazy.”

      Nodding, Sawyer asked, “Nothing happened like this before a month ago?”

      

      “Before then, I don’t know. It seems like I heal quickly from minor injuries. But nothing like this until recently.” Devin thought for a moment, then added. “When I was younger, I needed stitches after a skateboard crash. A couple of weeks later, they took the stitches out, and the wound was still open a little. So, I haven’t always been like this.”

      “This is amazing. Do you feel different?”

      “I don’t think so. I’m just confused. We both know my leg was broken. I felt it, and you saw it. By the time I woke up, it was completely fine. I don’t know what to think.”

      After a moment, Sawyer said to his friend, “Do it again.”

      “Do what?

      “Your hand. Cut it again. Now that I know what to expect, I want to see it again.”

      Devin grabbed the tissues and the knife and repeated his demonstration, going deeper and opening a longer incision this time. The outcome was the same. In less than ten seconds, there was no trace of the wound.

      “Amazing. Did it hurt?

      “Sure, for a few seconds. It felt like any cut you get. But then it stopped, and I felt it closing,” Devin explained.

      “It’s like you’re immortal! That’s so awesome.”

      “No, I’m not immortal. Remember how I was knocked out for a while? And you saw how messed up my leg was after the crash. My bones were broken for at least several minutes. If someone shot me in the head or heart, I’d be gone long before I had time to heal. I’m not some superhero. I just heal really fast,” Devin explained.

      He needed to calm Sawyer’s excitement. He may have shared the secret, but he still wanted to keep this strange situation quiet.

      After a pause, Sawyer asked, “Can you do anything else?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Like, start fires with your mind, move objects, or maybe even fly? Can you read minds?”

      Devin thought about it and answered, “I hadn’t thought about it. I guess I might be able to do other things.”

      “Let’s try,” Sawyer said enthusiastically. “Can you tell me what I’m thinking?”

      After a minute, Devin looked his friend in the eyes and said, “I’m not getting anything.”

      “When you look in my eyes, what’s the first thing you think I might be thinking about?”

      Devin tried again and said, “Ice cream.”

      “You did it! That’s what I was thinking!”

      “Sawyer, ice cream is all you ever think about. You always want ice cream.”

      “Okay, try again. I’ll think something more random.”

      Both boys tried for over half an hour but never reproduced the first lucky guess.

      Devin shook his head. “I can’t read minds. This isn’t working.”

      “Okay, try moving something with your mind. Push that pencil off the edge of the desk.”

      Devin gave his friend a doubtful look, then focused on the pencil. Closing his eyes, he pushed with his mind, but nothing happened. He tried for several minutes before giving up.

      “Sorry, buddy, but it looks like healing is all I can do.”

      Sawyer nodded. “One last thing. Can you un-heal?”

      “What’s un-heal?” Devin asked.

      “Well, if you can heal, can you do the opposite? Can you open a wound on yourself?”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Just to see if you can.”

      Devin looked at his friend for a few seconds and then nodded. He focused his attention on the meaty part of his forearm, and the skin and underlying muscle split wide. Both boys jumped up.

      “I don’t believe it!” Sawyer said.

      They watched as the wound closed and disappeared.

      “You actually did it! This is amazing.”

      Devin glanced at his arm and then at his friend. “I’m not sure what good that is. Batman is very strong. Superman can fly. Me—I can make myself bleed.”

      “Have you told your parents about this yet?”

      “No. I think they’ll freak out. I’m sure they wouldn’t agree to keep it a secret. They’d want me to see a doctor to see if there’s something wrong, and I’m not ready for that yet. You can’t tell anyone, Sawyer.”

      He nodded. “I won’t. So, now what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You have this gift… or ability. What are you going to do with it?”

      Devin had been trying to find an answer to that question since he’d arrived home from the hospital.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          FIVE YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Devin’s dark blue Mustang crept along the treacherous winter road. The thick, heavy snow pelted against the windshield, obscuring his visibility and making the drive almost impossible.

      After a long night of relentless storming, the early morning air had turned warmer, causing the once pristine snow to start melting and leaving behind a dangerously slick surface.

      Sawyer sat in the passenger seat, excited for what the day promised to bring. Both boys were home from college on their Christmas break and were headed to meet some friends they hadn’t seen since the end of summer.

      Devin and Sawyer had been attending different colleges for the last two and a half years, but when they got together, their bond was as close as ever. The boys looked forward to sharing their college adventures when they had the chance to catch up.

      This time was no different. Last night, the boys had been up until 2:00 a.m. hanging out, eating pizza, and talking about all they’d been doing.

      Sawyer asked how things were going with Devin and his girlfriend, Britany. As he listened to Devin’s account, it was obvious that things were becoming more serious between them.

      They’d reluctantly stopped their discussion and gone to bed when they realized how late it had become. The boys had to be up early because they had plans to meet six other high school friends for breakfast.

      The boys were now heading to Malcolm Daniele’s house. Before changing careers, Malcolm’s dad had spent many years as a chef and always loved putting on a big feast for his son and his friends.

      The boys noticed movement just ahead to the right. It was hard to tell exactly what they saw with the snow falling, but it looked like a floating human head. With a sudden burst of movement, a figure in white lunged at the Mustang. Devin’s heart leaped into his throat as he fought to keep the car under control while swerving and braking to avoid hitting the mysterious person.

      “Watch out!” Sawyer shouted, his voice laced with panic.

      Finally, coming to a stop, the scene became clearer. It was a woman dressed in nothing but a white bathrobe and slippers. Her form was almost entirely invisible, except for her head, because of all the snow.

      Her wild hair, caked with matted snow, hung around her face, and her eyes flickered with fear as she stumbled towards the car. She screamed at them, but they couldn’t hear her while inside the vehicle.

      Devin’s first thought was to get away from this crazy woman. At the same time, he was discounting this idea; he noticed the smell of smoke.

      “What are you doing?” Sawyer yelled at the woman as he got out of the car. “We could’ve hit you!”

      Devin came around the front of the vehicle and saw the woman was only wearing slippers and her bathrobe. She was so hysterical they couldn’t understand her.

      “Slow down,” Devin said. “We can’t understand what you’re saying.”

      The smell of smoke was stronger now and seemed to be coming from a house tucked back in the trees.

      “My house, it’s on fire! My daughter is inside! Please help. Megan’s inside!”

      Sawyer and Devin locked eyes briefly and then sprinted toward the house in the woods.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, Sawyer yelled back at the woman, “Did you call the fire department?”

      “Yes, they’re coming. But my Megan, she’s still in there.” The distraught woman answered.

      As the boys approached the house, they saw thick white smoke billowing out of the eves on the second floor.

      They bolted up the stairs to the wraparound porch. The smoke was thicker here, and as Sawyer and Devin glanced into the house through the slider, they couldn’t see much because of it. An orange glow seemed to dance around in the thick smoke.

      Sawyer grabbed the handle and yanked the glass sliding door, but it didn’t move. The woman was catching up. She’d slipped and fallen twice on the way to the house because her slippers had no tread, and the ankle-deep snow was quite slick.

      “That door is locked!” she shouted.

      Sawyer headed off the porch to find another door when Devin called him.

      “Stay here,” he instructed Sawyer.

      Devin then looked at the woman. “Where is she?”

      “She was upstairs in her room!”

      Devin backed away from the door about eight feet, sprinted at it, and leaped into it with all his strength. The glass exploded.

      With a painful crash, he fell into an end table he hadn’t seen because of all the smoke. He felt the glass tear into his arm and left cheek.

      He collapsed to the ground as his right ankle rolled. Severe pain racked his body, caused by the impact with the door and the ankle roll, but he had no time to lie there. After leaping to his feet, he moved on, and the pain was already gone.

      He yelled for the girl, but the smoke alarms were blaring, and he knew he wouldn’t hear it if she answered. Soon, he was hacking and choking. He was amazed at how hot the house was as he forced himself to move forward.

      As he approached the stairs, he could see a little better. There was much more fire here, and it provided some illumination, revealing the destruction before him.

      A large section of the ceiling had collapsed, creating a maze of debris that blocked his path.

      Carefully reaching out, Devin moved some burning wood, gritting his teeth against the searing pain that shot through his hands. He shoved away a large sheet of fallen drywall at the stairs and saw a small child underneath.

      Blood matted her hair and stained her clothes, and large gashes on her head and arm bled steadily. She lay completely still, her tiny chest barely rising with each shallow breath.

      Devin felt the fire burning his flesh and searing his lungs every time he inhaled, and he desperately wanted to get out of this inferno. After getting down on the floor, he noticed the air was much cooler and less smoky.

      Grabbing the orange blanket out of the girl’s hand, Devin covered her with it to protect her from the heat.

      He scooped her up and hurried for the door. Devin moved as fast as he could, holding his breath as he forced himself to go through a wall of flames. He didn’t know if the girl was still breathing. Hopefully, an ambulance was on the way.

      Sawyer saw his best friend step back onto the deck. Most of his hair and a lot of his clothing had burned away.

      In his arms was a small body wrapped in a smoldering blanket. Sawyer watched as hideous burns and blisters on Devin’s face disappeared.

      The two boys lowered the blanket-wrapped form to the ground and unwrapped the girl. Sawyer was trying to remember the differences in how to perform CPR on a child, but it wasn’t coming to him now with all the excitement. They both were relieved as they heard the sirens growing louder.

      The girl looked to be about eight years old, and her head and arm were gushing blood. The boys were relieved to see her chest rising and falling. She wasn’t breathing more than eight times per minute, but she was breathing.

      The boys crouched over her, and her mother was crying hysterically. Devin placed one hand on the girl’s forehead and the other under her neck to open her airway so she could breathe better. Her body became stiff for a couple of seconds, and the boys watched as the ugly wound on her arm closed up and disappeared. She started breathing more deeply, and in a few more seconds, her eyes opened.

      Devin let go of her and stared at the child, amazed at what he’d witnessed. Pointing at her head, he gave Sawyer a questioning look.

      From his angle, Sawyer saw the wound better. He moved the girl’s bloody hair and examined the scalp, then looked at Devin with wide eyes and mouthed the word, ‘Gone’.

      Once the shock of what he’d seen passed, Devin said, “I think she’ll be okay, Mom. Come see.”

      Still crying, the woman dropped to her knees and took the girl, who sat up in her mother’s arms.
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      Devin and Sawyer stepped off the porch and moved away from the house. The firefighters were arriving, and the boys didn’t want to be in the way.

      Sawyer started to say something as they walked, but Devin gave a firm wave of his hand. He wanted to be sure no one might overhear their conversation. They stepped under a tall cedar tree away from all the action unfolding at the house.

      “Did you know that would happen?” Sawyer said.

      “No! Of course not. I was as surprised as you.”

      “Did it just happen, or did you have to tell it to somehow?”

      “I wasn’t even thinking about healing. I touched her, and it was as automatic as when I heal myself. It happened,” Devin answered.

      “Did you feel anything passing between you and her?” Sawyer asked. His questions were rapid, leaving Devin little time to answer.

      Devin paused and thought back. “There was something. I’m not sure what. It felt like something left me, but I wasn’t weak or drained. I was shocked at what was happening.”

      Sawyer shook his head. “This is amazing. What about you? Looking at your clothes, you should be badly burned. But you’re okay, right?”

      “It was horribly painful. I felt my flesh burning, but it was healing almost as fast. I certainly seem to heal much faster than before.” He paused, then said, “Let’s try to get out of here. With so much of my clothing burned away, I’m freezing. Let’s go back to the Mustang and get back on the road before anyone wants to ask us some questions.”

      “Yeah. Good idea, let’s go.”

      The boys headed to the driveway and followed it toward the street. Walking past two fire trucks, the pair stepped over several hoses of different sizes. They were almost to the road when someone approached them from behind.

      They stopped and turned and saw a tall, uniformed police officer approaching.

      “Boys, please hold up a minute.”

      “Did we do something wrong, officer?” Sawyer said.

      “Wrong? Certainly not. From what I heard, it sounds like you’re heroes. But I have some questions to ask you.”

      “Can I go to my car and grab a jacket first?” Devin said. “I’m freezing.”

      The officer looked closer at Devin and said, “Are you hurt? You look like you’ve been burned.”

      Devin answered, “No, I wasn’t hurt.”

      “I want the medics to look at you before you leave.”

      “Really, I’m fine. I just want to get my coat on,” Devin insisted.

      “How about while your friend goes and gets the jacket, you and I walk over to the ambulance and get you looked at?”

      “Go on, Dev. I’ll get your jacket and meet you there,” Sawyer offered.

      Reluctantly, Devin followed the officer. He didn’t want to act like he had something to hide, nor did he want all this attention.

      The police officer swung open the ambulance's back doors and beckoned for Devin to step inside. The warmth of the vehicle enveloped him, providing some relief from the cold winter air. But as he squeezed in with the two paramedics and Megan’s mother, it felt crowded.

      In the center of it all, the young girl was lying on the stretcher with everyone else surrounding her.

      She was sitting up, and other than the blood and soot-stained clothes, she looked healthy.

      Her mom grabbed hold of Devin’s arm. “Are you okay? You saved her. Thank you!”

      Unsure how to respond, he said, “I’m glad she’s doing better.”

      Looking at Megan, he asked. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I keep telling them I’m fine, and they keep looking for something wrong,” the child said with a sigh.

      A short, stocky female medic moved next to Devin and asked, “Where are you hurting?”

      “I’m fine, too. No problem.”

      “Most of your clothes have been burned off. You must have some burns.”

      Devin pulled off the remains of the long-sleeved t-shirt and stood, turning in a circle.

      “I was lucky. I didn’t get burned.”

      The medic took a small wet towel and cleaned some of the soot from his skin.

      She appeared confused while looking at his arm.

      “There’s blood here,” she said as she scrubbed the area with the towel, finding healthy, intact skin.

      To her partner, she said, “It’s like on the girl. There’s blood but no injury.”

      The other medic looked up from the laptop he was typing on and said, “That doesn’t make sense. There has to be an injury somewhere.”

      Sawyer opened the ambulance's back door and saw how crowded it was, so he said, “I have your jacket and a shirt I found in the backseat. I’ll wait out here.”

      Handing over the clothing, he shut the door

      Devin put them on and said, “Thanks for checking me over. Can I go now?”

      “Just a minute. I need to get some information for our report, and we want to check your vitals and listen to your lungs.”

      Five minutes later, Devin stepped out and confirmed with the officer that they could leave. Sawyer had provided all the information the officer had needed.

      The boys started for the car and were again interrupted by someone coming up behind them. This time, it was the little girl’s mother.

      “Please wait,” she said. “I need to thank you both again.”

      Hugging each boy, she said, “I don’t know what I’d have done if she hadn’t made it.” She’d started crying again.

      Devin put his hand on her shoulder and said, “I’m glad we were here and able to help.”

      Taking both boys by the arm, she pulled them closer and looked behind her to see if they were alone.

      “I know I was hysterical, but I also know what I saw. Your face was terribly burned one moment, and then it miraculously healed. And the spot where the medics found blood on Megan’s arm. It was ripped wide open when you unwrapped her from the blanket. I looked away because it was so gruesome. I couldn’t stand to see the injury to my little girl. When I looked back, the arm was fine. I know this sounds crazy. That’s why I said nothing to the paramedics.”

      Devin nodded. “Like I said, we’re glad we could help you and your daughter. Will you now do me a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Never tell anyone what you saw. People will think you’re crazy.”

      Holding up his index finger, all three watched as the fingertip split wide open and then closed up again. Looking at the shocked woman, he moved the same finger to his lips, in the universal sign to keep a secret.

      Devin winked at her, and the two boys walked to the car and drove away.
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      Sawyer shut his car door and burst out laughing. “I can’t believe you did that. Did you see the look on her face? Her eyes were open so wide they could’ve fallen out.”

      “I know. It was a stupid thing to do, but it seemed like a good idea at the moment,” Devin said, joining in the laughter.

      “I was almost as shocked as she was. All I keep hearing from you is how it has to stay a secret, and then you do that. You haven’t even told Britany, and you think you’re in love with her. Was this really the first time you healed someone else?”

      “It was. I never even thought it might be possible. I was as surprised as you.”

      Devin started the engine, and the boys continued on their journey. Sawyer pulled out his phone and called Malcolm. He wanted to let him know they were still on the way, even though the boys were almost an hour late, and to make sure they saved some food.

      “Have you still not told your parents about this?” Sawyer asked.

      “No, I haven’t. I don’t know how they might take it.”

      “After what we saw today, I think it’s probably time to tell them,” Sawyer advised.

      “I guess I should. I’ll think about it.”

      The snow had let up, so Devin drove faster. Up ahead was an elementary school whose parking lot was empty because of the Christmas break.

      “Dev, pull over in that parking lot for a minute.”

      “The lot isn’t plowed, and I don’t want to get stuck in the snow. We’re late enough already.”

      “The snow isn’t that deep. You’ll be fine.”

      Devin slowed the car. “Why? I’m hungry, and we’re way late. They better have saved us some food.”

      “I want to try something.”

      Devin didn’t say anything else, suspecting where this was heading.

      After the car stopped, Sawyer unfastened his seatbelt and dug a small folding Barlow knife out of his pants pocket. His father gave him it as a gift years ago, and he always carried it with him.

      Slipping his arm out of his sweatshirt, he opened the blade and put the edge against the meaty part of his forearm. He tried to make a small cut.

      Several times, he tried but found he couldn’t bring himself to slice into his arm. Sawyer had accidentally cut himself with this same knife several times over the years, but to do it intentionally was a different matter.

      After watching his friend try several times to cut his skin, only to stop at the last second, Devin shook his head.

      “Are you going to do this, or can we go eat?” he asked.

      “This isn’t as easy as it looks. How about you do it?”

      He tried to hand the knife to Devin.

      Devin pulled his hands back. “I’m not cutting you. No way! And you better not get blood on my seat.”

      Sawyer returned his focus to his arm, and after concentrating for several seconds, he jabbed the point into his skin and created a tiny puncture. It was so small it wouldn’t even require a bandage.

      Devin started laughing. “Really? Is that the best you could do?”

      Sawyer said nothing and held out his arm. Devin touched his friend’s hand. Both boys felt something, and then the tiny incision was gone.

      “What was it like?” Devin said.

      “There was movement in the wound, the incision closing. At the same time, there was an immediate end to the pain. It all happened so fast.”

      Devin smiled. “It had to happen fast. That cut was so small it would’ve healed on its own in another minute or two.”

      “How about you? What did it feel like?”

      Devin thought again, saying, “It was the same as last time. It was as if something left me but was immediately replaced. Even though the injury was much smaller this time, it felt the same. It was a warm sensation, if that makes sense. Not at all unpleasant. If that’s all, can we go now?”

      “Let’s try one more thing first. Try the un-heal.”

      “You need to come up with a better term. So, you want me to split open your skin?”

      “Sure. We know you can do it to yourself. Let’s see if it works on someone else,” Sawyer explained.

      “So, where do you want it? On your throat?” Devin smiled.

      Sawyer shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. My arm is fine.”

      He held out his arm to his friend.

      Devin focused on the idea of splitting open the skin and touched a spot on Sawyer’s arm. Instantly, a massive wound burst open. It was far more extensive than either boy expected. It was over four inches long and quite deep.

      Devin lurched back, banging his head on the driver’s side window, and Sawyer screamed. Devin recovered and grabbed the arm at the elbow. The horrendous mess of bleeding flesh started closing, and in seconds, it was gone. Both boys were breathing hard from the shock of what happened.

      “Did you mean for it to happen like that?” Sawyer asked.

      Devin shook his head, still in shock over what he’d done.

      “I guess it’s good that you stayed away from the throat. My head might have been severed,” Sawyer joked.

      Devin didn’t react to the humor but said, “Can we get going now?”
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      Devin drove the Mustang up the freshly plowed driveway that led to the two-story house, which belonged to Malcolm Daniels and his family. There were seven other cars parked in the driveway, and the boys recognized four of them as belonging to the Daniels family.

      Devin parked, and they headed to the door. Sawyer rapped on the door, and it swung open to reveal Scott Daniels, Malcolm’s father.

      “Boys, glad you finally made it,” he said, smiling warmly at them. “We saved food for you.”

      “Thank you!” Devin and Sawyer said in unison.

      As they stepped into the house, Scott’s eyes flickered with concern. “Was it the weather? You didn’t get stuck, did you?” he asked, noticing their disheveled appearance.

      “No, nothing like that,” Devin replied.

      Scott added, “What’s that smell?”

      The pair entered the crowded dining room, and their five best friends, who they hadn’t seen in months, greeted them with loud shouts and waves.

      “Glad you finally made it,” Tony Jiffers said.

      Another boy jabbed, “Devin, I thought you could drive in the snow. What happened? You’re almost an hour late.”

      “Dev, what happened to your hair?” Malcom asked.

      The lighthearted comments came from many of the boys until the smell Malcolm’s father noticed hit the others.

      “Dang, guys. You smell like a burning dumpster,” Malcolm said. “What happened?”

      The group became quiet, realizing there was more to this than simple tardiness, and they wanted to hear the story.

      Devin had been thinking about what to tell them and decided to leave most of the details out so as not to make a big deal of the situation. He hoped Sawyer would know to go along.

      Devin answered, “Back on 34th Street, about a mile south of the elementary school, there was a house fire. We tried to help the lady before the fire department got there. We ended up in a bunch of smoke, and it’s all in our clothes and hair.”

      “Wow, was anyone hurt?” Scott asked.

      Sawyer answered, destroying Devin’s attempt to keep the excitement from the story. “No, and only because Devin ran into the burning house and rescued a little girl! He lost his hair, and it’s a miracle he wasn’t burned.”

      He gave Devin a conspiratorial smile.

      Devin shook his head and replied, “It wasn’t a big thing. Anyone would’ve done the same thing.”

      “Sure sounds like a big thing to me,” Tony said, and the others agreed.

      “Sounds like you’re a hero,” said Don Swain.

      “Guys, it wasn’t such a big thing,” Devin said as he gave Sawyer a glare that told the other boy to let the story drop.

      “Devin, sorry man, but you stink real bad,” Malcolm said. “You and I were always about the same size. Let’s go upstairs. You shower, and I’ll dig out some clothes you can borrow.”

      Agreeing, Devin answered, “Sounds great. There better still be some food here when I get back.”

      As they headed upstairs, Devin asked, “Where’s Tracie today?”

      Tracie was Malcolm’s sister. She was two years younger than the boys but still hung out with them.

      “She had her wisdom teeth cut out yesterday and was in a bunch of pain but refused to take the pain meds. After being up all night and miserable, mom made her take the pills a few hours ago, and she finally fell asleep.”

      They headed to Malcolm’s room, and Devin got a T-shirt and a pair of jeans.

      “I can give you some socks and underwear, too, if you want. But I won’t want them back.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll make do with what I have. Can I get a bag to put these old clothes in?”

      Devin went to take a shower, and Malcolm found him an old plastic bag from the grocery store.

      After scrubbing his body several times, he washed the mangled remains of his hair twice.

      While showering, he thought of the implications of the morning’s events. He now had an ability he could do something positive with.

      He’d considered going into some kind of ministry to help people. God had given him this gift, and he might be able to use it to serve others.

      Devin stepped out of the steaming shower, feeling rejuvenated, and wrapped himself in the plush towel that Malcolm had given him.

      After re-dressing, he exited the bathroom with his bag of old clothes.

      As he made his way down the hallway, he paused at the closed door to Tracie’s room. He quietly opened it and stepped into the darkened room. The only light came from a crack in the curtains, casting a dim glow on the sleeping figure in the bed. Devin approached carefully, taking slow steps to avoid disturbing Tracie’s rest.

      Even though there wasn’t much light, there was still enough to see the bruising and swelling that remained from the removal of the impacted wisdom teeth. Reaching down, he gently touched the exposed forearm of his younger friend and felt as if something had left him but was immediately replaced.

      He watched in wonder as Tracie’s facial swelling shrank away and the bruising faded.

      Devin turned and left the room. He was concerned someone would find him in her bedroom and misunderstand his reason for being there.

      After descending the stairs, Malcolm’s mother met him, holding up a pair of electric hair clippers.

      “Hi, Devin. I hear you had some excitement this morning,” she said.

      “Yeah, it’s been a crazy day, and I haven’t even had breakfast.”

      He heard a door opening upstairs.

      “You go eat, and then I’ll get the mess on your head a little more presentable.”

      Agreeing, Devin said, “Thanks. That sounds good.”

      Devin continued to the kitchen, and a cheerful female voice from upstairs called, “Hey, Mom! Guess what!”
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      Amidst the chaos of a busy university town, Green Street Pizza stood as a beacon for students seeking a delicious and affordable meal.

      The iconic pizzeria was a short walk from campus and was a favorite of students and faculty alike.

      The owner had thoughtfully adorned the restaurant with university memorabilia, creating a comfortable and nostalgic atmosphere that instantly put customers at ease.

      Christmas Break had recently ended, and students were returning to their routines.

      The students all had new class schedules and had to modify their social lives accordingly. Therefore, this was the first time Britany Murray and her boyfriend, Devin Baker, had enjoyed some time together since before the break.

      The sweet aroma of sizzling meats enveloped them as they arrived at the restaurant. The endless chatter from the diners filled the air, accompanied by clinking glasses and silverware. They found mutual friends at a table and squeezed in two additional chairs to join them.

      The friends laughed and joked for a while, but then the others left, leaving the couple alone.

      Their conversation had been awkward, with neither of them saying much. They’d caught up on what happened during their break and how their families had enjoyed the holidays, but then they were both a bit quiet, distracted by their thoughts.

      The best part of the conversation was when Devin shared the watered-down story about the house fire.

      The medium pepperoni and sausage pizza, the couple’s favorite, sat between them, half-eaten. They both wanted to bring up something they needed to discuss, but neither felt comfortable doing so in a public setting.

      “You’re very quiet tonight. Is everything okay?” Britany asked.

      “Yeah, I’m just a bit tired. Still getting used to the new schedule,” Devin answered.

      She nodded and said, “I am tired, too. I think I’ll head back to my apartment and go to bed early.”

      “Okay. I’ll walk back to the dorm and text you later.”

      Britany stood, and Devin hugged and kissed her goodbye. He again noticed that she didn’t seem herself.

      Britany headed out the door, irritated with herself. Walking to her car, she pressed the button to unlock the door, climbed in, and started the engine.

      “Agh!” she yelled and slapped the steering wheel, even though no one was there to hear her.

      Britany had been planning to tell Devin about a significant event from her Christmas break, but fear had caused her to back out.

      She’d spent hours rehearsing and memorizing what she wanted to say, but now it would continue to weigh on her until she found the courage to speak up.

      In high school, Britany had a boyfriend named Trevor. They were inseparable and had even dreamed of attending the same college together.

      However, their plans collapsed when West Coast University accepted Trevor and rejected Britany. Faced with the reality of being thousands of miles apart, they made the painful decision to end their relationship.

      But during the holiday break, everything changed. Trevor showed up at Britany’s parents’ house with the news that he’d transferred to a college a short drive from hers.

      The spark between them reignited, and they were eager to pick up where they left off. But there was one complication - Devin.

      Though he was kind, and Britany enjoyed spending time with him, their connection paled compared to what she shared with Trevor. She knew this news would catch Devin off guard and cause him pain, but she couldn’t deny the chance to be with Trevor again.

      Backing out of the parking spot, she headed onto Market Street, her frustration still churning and occupying her thoughts.

      Not even a quarter-mile from the pizza shop, she failed to stop for the red light at Diamond Street and crossed into the path of a delivery truck. The driver’s desperate attempt to brake only slowed the truck to fifty miles per hour before colliding with Britany’s compact car.

      The impact was deafening, causing her head to slam against the side window with a sickening crack. Shattered glass rained down as the truck’s large bumper crushed the entire side of her car, caving in the door with devastating results. The force of the collision pushed the twisted door into Britany’s body, crushing her thorax, hip, and upper leg and leaving her unconscious, gasping for air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Nine


          

        

      

    

    
      Devin watched as his girlfriend left the restaurant and felt frustrated as well. He’d planned to have a serious conversation with her but needed to get her alone. He was concerned about what would happen when he shared his secret with her. However, they were getting closer and knew it was safe to trust her.

      He’d also started thinking about proposing to her at graduation in a little over a year.

      On the last day of the Christmas Break, he’d told Sawyer he was considering letting Britany in on the secret.

      Sawyer had only met Britany once and thought she seemed nice. He’d said it was up to Devin, but the more people who knew, the better the chances were for the story of his healing gift to leak out.

      Devin agreed he wanted to limit the number of people who knew. There were only three, now that he’d told his parents.

      The previous night, he’d demonstrated his abilities to them. Their eyes widened in shock, and a barrage of questions followed, which he patiently answered with as much detail as possible.

      He sensed their curiosity and understanding of the importance of keeping it a secret.

      Devin still wanted to let one more person in on the secret. As wonderful as his and Britany’s relationship was, that wouldn’t continue with secrets between them. He even decided on how he’d tell her. He’d briefly describe and then show her what he could do in the same way he’d first shown his ability to Sawyer.

      But tonight didn’t feel right for that talk. They needed to be alone for a conversation like this, not in a public place. He knew sharing his secret with her could change their relationship, but he trusted her completely.

      Devin finished clearing their trays and put on his jacket. Stepping out of the restaurant, he watched as Britany’s car pulled out of the parking lot.

      The winter air was bitterly cold, causing him to pull a stocking cap down over his ears.

      Suddenly, there was a loud crash that ripped through the air. It came from the direction Britany had driven off in. Without hesitation, he began sprinting towards the source of the noise, his heart racing with fear and adrenaline. He couldn’t shake the thought that Britany may have been involved in the collision.

      As he ran, his mind raced with different scenarios of what could have happened to her. Was she hurt? Did she witness the accident?

      With adrenaline pumping through his veins, he sprinted the quarter-mile in under two minutes. As he approached the intersection, he realized his worst fears were confirmed. A cloud of steam rose from the twisted wreckage of a truck and a familiar car, their metal frames crushed together.

      The sound of music came from the truck's radio. Several bystanders had already gathered, some frantically talking on cell phones, while others stood in shock, unable to tear their gaze away from the devastating sight. One person held up a phone, taking photos.

      Time seemed to slow down as he took in the scene, his heart racing with emotion and urgency. As Devin got closer, he heard a man in the crowd say into a phone, “She was kinda breathing or gurgling when I first got here, but she isn’t anymore.”

      Devin raced to the open passenger door and climbed inside. It was getting dark, but there was enough light coming from the truck’s one remaining headlight for him to see that the trauma was extensive. Grabbing her right arm at the wrist, he waited, but nothing happened. Devin released her arm and then grasped it again. Still, nothing happened. Finally, he took his fingers and felt for a pulse in her neck. There was nothing there.

      The horror slammed into his gut. I was too late. If I could’ve gotten here faster, I could have saved her.

      Devin’s heart ached as he realized he could save countless lives, but the one person who meant everything to him was beyond his reach. Stumbling out of the car, he collapsed on the curb, wracked with sobs and feelings of helplessness.
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        * * *

      

      A month passed, and Devin’s grief and frustration consumed him until he made the difficult decision to withdraw from school. He couldn’t bear to sit in classrooms and waste time while his unique gift remained untapped and unexplored. It was time to understand its full potential.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Ten


          

          THREE MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      It was a sunny summer morning when the dark blue ‘79 Ford Mustang headed out of the driveway.

      Devin had been thinking about how to use his ability and maintain control of who knew about it. He wanted to walk into a busy emergency room and touch injured people. However, he knew the security in an ER, and the number of potential witnesses made that approach less practical.

      He’d considered the possibility of using his gift as a ministry. But the death of Brittany had him wondering if that was still the direction he wanted to go. The idea of physical and spiritual healing had worked well in his plan, but now he felt derailed by the tragedy and thought a re-evaluation was in order.

      One thing Devin was sure about was that without understanding the extent of his abilities, he couldn’t make concrete plans. He felt frustrated because he didn’t know how to begin.

      Last week, Sawyer helped him design a half-page flyer. It read, ‘God gave me the ability to heal you. All he wants is for you to know him’. Beneath those words were three scripture verses. He wasn’t thrilled with it, but assumed over time he’d be able to improve it.

      Devin parked in North East Regional Hospital's main visitor’s parking lot. Getting out of the car, he adjusted his tie and hurried across the street.

      Sawyer had suggested that dressing up might make him look a little more official and less likely to be challenged as he moved about the hospital. Devin didn’t mind the tie but rejected the suit coat because it felt too stuffy.

      Sleep had been elusive last night. He’d laid in bed thinking about how he was going to approach this hospital visit. It seemed like it would be impossible to move forward and still keep control of who knew about his ability.

      Eventually, he decided to try to keep his secret a little longer.

      He prepared himself for the inevitable escort out of the hospital by security today, but he was determined to make the most of his time there. Taking a deep breath, Devin stepped through the entrance and past the stern-looking security guard. His heart raced as he walked down the hallway, filled with the sterile antiseptic scent.

      Devin kept his eyes forward and marched on. His thought was that people would pay less attention to him if he looked like he knew where he was going. The elevator was ahead on the left.

      When the car finally arrived, no one had even given him a second glance. He pressed the button for the third floor, and two other people got in before the doors closed. The first was a man in his mid-fifties, wearing a faded t-shirt and ripped blue jeans.

      The second was a short woman in her late twenties or early thirties. She had Hispanic features and was wearing green scrubs and a lab coat with a stethoscope hanging out of a pocket. A backpack was slung over her shoulder, and her left arm was in a sling.

      The man pressed the elevator button marked 5. The woman glanced at the buttons and did nothing, satisfied with one of the two floors already selected. The elevator stopped on the third floor, which was for patients who were recovering from surgery.

      Several recovery units were here, so Devin could encounter various health issues.

      He exited the elevator, followed by the woman, and paused to look at an electronic directory mounted on the wall, showing the different units on this floor.

      A3 was off to the left and seemed a good place to start. Heading in that direction, he now followed the woman with the sling. Devin slowed his pace so she wouldn’t be too close as he tried to determine which patient to visit first.

      He passed through the large open doors and saw about twenty or more patient rooms, with a nurse’s station in the center. Devin looked into the first room he came to and saw many people inside. Several hospital staff members and a few visitors were all in conversation. That was precisely the type of room he wanted to avoid.

      Devin checked the next room and was disappointed to see that it was empty. There were only a few more options nearby, and then he saw some patient rooms directly across from the nurse’s station. Again, a place he’d try to avoid.

      For the third time this morning, he considered turning around and going home. He was getting more nervous.

      A patient occupied the third room, and there were no visitors. Entering the room, he tried to look like he belonged. A middle-aged African American man was resting, reclined in the bed.

      An IV pole was attached to the head of the bed, with several fluid-filled bags of different sizes hanging from it. A tray table containing a cup of ice, a cell phone, and a magazine sat beside the bed, all within easy reach for the patient.

      The patient was awake but seemed sedated. The man didn’t focus on Devin as he walked in.

      “Good morning,” Devin said. “I’m stopping in to see how you’re doing and to leave you something to read.”

      “Thanks. I’ll look at it when I’m a little more awake.”

      “Do you mind if I ask what brought you in here?” Devin asked.

      “My appendix. I waited too long to come in, and it ruptured. I guess if I’d come in earlier, it would have just been a couple of small incisions. Instead, since it ruptured, the doctors had to slice me wide open.”

      Devin moved closer to the bed. “Okay. You get some rest.”

      He touched the man’s arm and experienced a familiar sensation. Something left him and was instantly replaced.

      “What happened?” the man asked. “I suddenly feel much better.”

      Devin realized the man was still lethargic from the lingering effects of the anesthesia and pain medication.

      “Get some rest, and if you’re still curious later, read the paper I left. I only ask that you please don’t tell anyone I was here for a while.”

      Turning, he walked out, smiling at the confusion on the man’s face.

      Devin decided it would be best to get away from the site of his first healing. He moved to the next hall, which was marked B3. This area had a similar configuration. It was an elongated U-shape, with the nurse’s station in the middle.

      As he approached the first room, a nurse and a male visitor came out. She was giving him directions to the cafeteria. They walked past Devin, who quickly stepped into the room. In the bed was a woman in her mid-thirties. Her left leg and arm were immobilized and packed in ice packs. She was sitting up and working a TV remote in her right hand.

      “Hi, I’m coming around to drop some paperwork off,” Devin said.

      “Okay, set it down, and I’ll look at it later,” she said.

      “May I ask what happened?”

      “I was on my motorcycle, and a car backed out of a driveway right into me,” the patient explained.

      “Oh, no. It looks like you got it pretty bad.” Devin moved and got closer to the bed.

      “Yes, I did. My stupid leg broke in three places and my arm in two. They did one surgery on the leg and another on the arm. Once the swelling goes down, there will be at least two more on each. I’ll end up with lots of pins, plates, and screws.”

      “Maybe that won’t all be necessary.” Devin took a final step closer and gripped the woman’s uninjured arm.

      “What are you…” All her pain suddenly ended, and she felt movement inside her injured extremities.

      Devin released his hold on the woman and smiled.

      “How does it feel?”

      “What did you do to me?” she asked, clearly confused.

      “Take a look at your bad arm. How’s it doing?”

      Reaching over, she removed the ice packs and uncovered her arm as much as possible. Some of the bruising was still there, but it was much better, and the swelling had decreased considerably. Most noticeable was the arm was straight, no longer bent, and broken.

      “Try moving it a little,” Devin said.

      The woman gave Devin a questioning look, then slowly made a fist and then opened it again. She started moving the wrist, and there was no pain. Taking her eyes off the healed arm, she looked at the young man who’d unexpectedly shown up in her room.

      “Is the leg fixed, too?”

      “Yes. There won’t be any more pins and screws,” Devin answered.

      “How’d you do that?”

      “God gave me a gift—the ability to help others. Please read the sheet I brought. Also, the hospital will probably throw me out of here when they notice what I’m doing. Please don’t say anything for a little while. I want to help a few more people.”

      As Devin left the room, he heard a sincere “Thank you” called out to him.

      He started toward the other side of the unit to look for his next target, unaware he’d already attracted attention.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eleven


          

        

      

    

    
      As she drove, Dr. Robyn Keller was in a terrible mood. The throbbing pain in her left wrist seemed to pulse with each step, reminding her of the injury that had taken her away from work. Despite her determination to return, she couldn’t help but wonder if it had been a mistake.

      Last night, she’d made the tough decision to stop taking her pain medication, knowing that she couldn’t return if she was still on it.

      Two days ago, the sun was sinking below the horizon as she made her way around the lake on her evening jog. The weather had been perfect, and her mind was still on work.

      She jogged this trail often and knew every twist and turn completely. As always, she had her earbuds in and was listening to her favorite jogging playlist.

      Robyn was coming upon a sharp bend in the trail and adding power to her run as the incline increased.

      Unexpectedly, her right foot slid out from under her, causing her to lose her balance and sending her crashing to the ground with a thud. Pain shot through her left arm as it instinctively reached out in front of her to break her fall.

      She lay on her back, gasping for breath and letting out a cry of agony as she realized her wrist had taken the brunt of the impact.

      With great effort, she pushed herself to a seated position, her head swimming with confusion. As she tried to steady herself, a strong scent assailed her senses. Following her nose back to the trail, she spotted the source of the stench- a revolting mess smeared across the sole of her expensive running shoe.

      Anger bubbled up inside Robyn as she realized she was the unfortunate victim of an irresponsible dog owner who couldn’t be bothered to clean up after their pet. The sight and smell made her stomach churn with disgust and irritation.

      Struggling to her feet, she started the mile-long walk back to her car, the swelling in her wrist increasing constantly. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she thought about what damage there might be and how long it might take for her to recover fully.

      As a surgical resident, the use of both hands was mandatory. An injury like this could significantly damage her career.

      That evening, the X-rays showed nothing had broken. It was a bad sprain and should heal without surgery.

      The doctor in the emergency room prescribed pain medication and instructed her to keep it iced for twenty-four hours, which she’d done.

      However, she needed to return to work, even if she couldn’t get any operating room time. She’d be stuck following up on patients other surgeons had worked on, and she was furious.

      As she was pulling into the staff parking lot reserved for physicians, she was again thankful it was her left wrist. If it had been the right, driving would have been much more challenging.

      Once parked, she exited her car and reached into the backseat to retrieve her backpack. She slung it over her shoulder and headed to the building.

      After swiping her badge at the staff entrance, she went down a long, fluorescent-lit hallway, and familiar hospital sounds caught her attention.

      Robyn reached the designated locker room for female physicians and located her assigned locker number, 39.

      She placed her small purse, containing only essentials like her wallet and car keys, inside before pulling out her white lab coat. Double-checking that her stethoscope was in its proper place, in the front left pocket, she then decided it would be more convenient on the right side and switched it.

      Next came the tricky part, removing the sling from her injured arm and maneuvering it through the armhole of the lab coat. It took patience and careful movements, but she eventually got herself and her arm situated comfortably in the coat.

      She was fighting with putting the sling back on when the locker room door opened, and Danyle “Danny” Klock entered. She was another surgical resident, and she and Robyn were friends who occasionally got together outside the hospital.

      “What on earth did you do?” Danny asked as she opened her locker, four down from Robyn’s. “Yesterday, someone said you’d be off the surgical rotation for a while. They wouldn’t tell us why.”

      “I fell while running and got a nasty sprain. I don’t think I’ll need surgery.”

      She didn’t need to be known as the surgeon who sprained her wrist from falling over dog poop, so she left out those details.

      Sympathetically, Danny said, “That sucks. I hope it doesn’t cause you too much trouble with your rotations. I’ve already had several of your cases assigned to me.”

      “Yeah, that’s my concern. I’m not sure how long I’ll be out of the OR or what this will do to my schedule.”

      “If I remember correctly, I warned you about the hazards of jogging,” Danny reminded her with a grin.

      “Yeah, I knew you were going to mention that.”

      Robyn finished getting her lab coat on and reattaching her sling.

      “Let me know if you need anything. I need to get up to two for a cholecystectomy that’s scheduled in forty-five minutes. I’ll text you later.” Danny grabbed her bag and headed out the door.

      Robyn shut her locker, awkwardly shouldered her pack, and left a few minutes later.

      Entering the main lobby, she headed to the bank of elevators that would take her to the post-surgical units.

      As she approached, the elevator opened, and she followed two men into the waiting car. One was wearing a T-shirt and ripped jeans. The other was young and well-dressed. He was even wearing a tie. At first, she thought he was probably clergy, but then she noticed he wasn’t wearing the purple lanyard, which signified that role.

      Glancing at the elevator buttons, she saw her floor was already lit up. After the doors opened, the better dressed of the two men exited ahead of her and paused to look at the screen displaying a map of the floor.

      As she was about to offer him directions, it seemed he’d figured out where to go, and he started walking. Robyn continued on her way, now ahead of him.

      She was aware that he was following her, clearly headed to see someone on A3.

      Moving behind the nurse’s station desk, she sat her backpack on an available chair.

      “Doctor Robyn, what did you do?” asked Sherry Taft, the administrative assistant assigned to this unit.

      Sherry was a large, pleasant African American woman. She was always friendly and not intimidated by the difference she had from the physicians on the corporate ladder.

      Sherry’s words were loud enough for several nurses and another physician to hear, and they all came over to find out what was happening. Robyn paused for them to gather and then told all her co-workers the same modified story she’d given Danny in the locker room. They were all sympathetic, and Robyn was glad to have the news out. The sooner everyone knew, the sooner she could stop explaining it.

      After some additional small talk, she grabbed the chart for Wayne DeVaul. He was one of her surgical cases and should be going home soon. Wayne had come in with a cancerous tumor on his right kidney, and Robyn had been on the surgical team involved in removing it.

      After taking the chart, she crossed the hall and walked up two rooms to where her patient was. That’s when she noticed the guy from the elevator. He was leaving a different patient’s room. Maybe he was clergy, after all.

      Wayne DeVaul was sitting up in bed with his wife in the chair next to him.

      “Wayne, how are you today?” Robyn said.

      “Much better. They’re telling me I should be able to go home this evening.”

      “That’s the plan. I’m going to check a few things to make sure everything still looks good.”

      Robyn had her patient roll up on his side, and she pressed on his abdomen and side above the hip. She was pleased that it wasn’t painful.

      Then she examined the surgical incision and saw it was healing well, with no sign of infection.

      The examination was a simple process that she’d been doing for years, but now it was quite awkward using only one hand. Lowering the patient’s gown, she stepped back.

      “You can roll back now. The incision is healing nicely. The lab drew some blood earlier this morning. If the results also look good, I don’t see any reason why you won’t be able to go home later today.”

      “That’s great,” said his wife. “He hasn’t been getting much sleep here. I’m sure he’ll rest better at home.”

      Robyn nodded. “That’s often the case. Which is why we want to get people discharged as soon as medically appropriate. Today looks like your day.”

      As she turned to leave the room, Wayne said, “I hope your arm isn’t hurt too bad.”

      Robyn realized she’d be telling the story repeatedly. “It’s a simple sprain. I’ll be able to use it again in a week or two.”

      “Oh, good. I’m glad it’s nothing worse,” the wife said.

      After leaving the patient room, Robyn returned to the nurse’s station. Sitting at the desk, she made a few notes in the patient’s chart and clumsily entered instructions on the computer with one hand. In less than ten minutes, she was done.

      Checking the computer, she saw that her next patient was in room B3. She slung her bag over her shoulder and walked toward her next patient.

      Approaching the nurse’s station for this unit, she saw the same well-dressed young man walking out of another patient’s room. He headed down the hall, deeper into the unit. Robyn walked to the desk and deposited her bag.

      She was about to reach for her patient’s chart when she recalled something she’d heard at a recent in-service. If someone is behaving strangely enough that you notice, it should be reported.

      This guy wasn’t behaving strangely… or maybe he was. She didn’t think it needed to be reported, but she would investigate this herself. It would probably be nothing, but what if it was something nefarious, and she didn’t say or do anything? Ignoring the chart, Robyn followed the path the young man had taken down the hall. She peeked into three rooms, but he wasn’t there.

      As she approached the fourth patient room, she heard a voice say, “Please don’t tell anyone I was here. I want to stop and see more patients before they throw me out.”

      Robyn heard this, and all the pieces fell into place. This guy was here either preaching to strangers or trying to hustle them! Entering the room, she saw the young man in the tie holding up a pamphlet and encouraging the patient to read it.

      “What are you doing here? You can’t be bothering patients in their rooms. You need to come with me. We’re going to have a conversation with hospital security!” Robyn could feel the throbbing in her wrist increasing.

      “Doctor, you don’t understand,” said the woman lying in the bed. “Look here.”

      Robyn looked, and the patient pointed at her left leg, which was exposed. Robyn was about to ask why she was looking at the leg when she noticed there were large bloody pads next to her upper thigh.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “I was hit by a car. I had compartment syndrome, and they had to slice open the whole upper leg so I didn’t lose circulation. They were waiting for the swelling to go down to close it up and repair the knee.”

      The patient lifted the leg and rotated it several times. It looked healthy and responded normally.

      “When was this?” Robyn asked.

      “Last night.”

      “That isn’t possible,” Robyn insisted.

      “I know. But he touched me, and it closed up, and the pain was gone. I also had a burn scar here on my arm. It was from when I was a kid. It’s gone, too.”

      She exposed her arm. There was nothing there.

      Robyn moved around to the other side of the bed to better look at the leg and the bloody pads underneath it. The intruder followed her, but Robyn halted and spun toward him.

      Holding up her hand in a clear sign to stop moving, she commanded, “You stay there. You’re not to touch any patients.”

      Finishing the last step, he grabbed her outstretched hand. She tried to pull it away, but his grip was tight. He held on for only a second or two and then released her.

      The young man smiled at her and said, “Dr. Keller, I’ll be out in the hall when you’re ready to talk.”

      Turning, he left the room.

      Robyn was confused. Something had happened, but she wasn’t sure what. And then it hit her—the constant throbbing was gone. She looked at her wrist and then at the patient.

      The look of confusion on her face must have been clear. The patient smiled and said, “Your arm stopped hurting, didn’t it? I know it’s impossible, but he did it to me, too.”

      Robyn carefully moved her wrist, a little at a time. Unhooking the sling, she removed the immobilizer. The swelling was gone. She flexed her hand a little more and then twisted it to the left and right. The pain didn’t return. Walking over to the tray table, she picked up the pamphlet and skimmed it before setting it back down.

      “Are you okay?” she asked the patient, a quiver in her voice.

      “Never better.”

      “Okay, I’ll have someone come in and check on you,” Robyn said as she exited the room.

      The patient, indeed, never had been better. She worked for a TV news station; many of her colleagues had already visited her and could testify to her injuries. This story would be huge, and she’d be right in the middle of it.
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      Devin stood in the brightly lit hall, waiting for the woman whose lab coat read Dr. R. Keller to come out of the patient’s room.

      He was nervous, and his hands were sweating as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He’d known this would all come out eventually, and it seemed that now was the time. Thinking about it, Devin decided he needed to be bold and confident, but he wasn’t sure he could pull it off.

      After almost a full minute, she exited the room, carrying her sling and wrist immobilizer. The confidence she had when she’d first walked into the room was gone. She was visibly confused and seemed apprehensive.

      “What’s your name?” Doctor Keller asked.

      “Devin Baker.”

      “What did you do in there?”

      Devin smiled. “You can feel and see it for yourself. I healed you.”

      “How many patients have you touched?”

      “Four. Plus you,” he answered.

      “How’d you do this?”

      “I really don’t know. All I do is touch people, and they’re healed. Now that’s all I have to say. I want to discuss this with whoever is in charge.”

      Robyn nodded, thinking about the request. She wasn’t taking a kid to hospital leadership with the wild claim he could heal with a touch, even if her wrist seemed fine now. Also, considering what she’d witnessed, she couldn’t have security escort him out of the facility.

      “Before I take you anywhere, I must see this myself. I won’t appear as a nut with some outrageous story about something I haven’t even seen.”

      Devin nodded. “I understand. It’s all quite strange. Even I’m still getting comfortable with this whole thing. Follow me.”

      As they walked up the hall, Robyn was irritated that this guy had somehow taken control of the conversation.

      Devin led her into an empty patient room.

      “There’s no one in this room,” she said.

      “I know. Let me see your hand,” Devin said.

      “Why?”

      “If you want proof, show me your hand,” he insisted.

      She did as he’d asked. Devin took her wrist with his right hand and rotated it so the palm faced upward. He took his left index finger and touched her palm. At the same time, he tightened his grip enough so she couldn’t move her arm. An incision about an inch-and-a-half long opened up on her palm, and she tried to pull away.

      “Just watch,” Devin commanded.

      She stopped resisting and stared with wide eyes as the opening in her flesh began closing. Devin released his grip, and Robyn jerked her hand back with a look of shock and examined the spot where, moments ago, the skin was split open.

      “Convinced?”

      She nodded. “How’d you do that?”

      “Honestly, I’ve no idea. I wish I knew.”

      After a brief pause, Robyn walked out of the room and said, “Follow me.”

      They headed back toward the elevators and were aware of some commotion back near the nurse’s station. They couldn’t understand everything they were hearing, but it was about a specific patient, and they caught the words miraculously healed. Upon hearing this, Devin smiled. Robyn didn’t.

      As the elevator moved, Devin thought about this unplanned situation. He only intended to try to heal some people and leave, but now he had to improvise. An opportunity had developed, and he decided to try to make something of it.

      He knew this would have to happen at some point, but his plan had been for things to move a bit slower.

      “Devin, why are you here? Are you simply trying to heal a few people, or is there more to this?”

      “This whole healing thing is new to me. I’m trying to understand it.”

      As the doors opened, Dr. Keller looked at Devin and said. “I’m not screwing up my status in this hospital. You keep quiet and let me talk first.”

      “No problem. I don’t want to cause you any trouble,” Devin said sincerely.

      She looked at the man who’d healed her wrist and thought it was already too late for that. There would be many conversations about what he’d done here today, and she’d stumbled into the middle of it.

      She then considered her wrist and how much inconvenience Devin had saved her from, and her frustration with the situation decreased.

      They entered the large office area of Hospital Director Dr. Stephen Collins. His administrative assistant wasn’t at her desk, so Robyn entered the director’s office.

      Looking at Devin, she said, “Wait here.” She then shut the door in his face.

      Devin was initially shocked but then began to understand. She was stuck in an awkward position and needed to protect herself. Introducing him to someone so senior might be a significant risk for her professionally. Especially if it turned out Devin wasn’t as special as she thought. He’d make sure not to say anything that would cause her embarrassment.

      The door opened after several minutes, and Robyn waved him in. “Devin, this is Doctor Collins. You wanted to talk to someone in charge, and this is him.”

      Devin approached the director, held his right hand, and said, “Glad to meet you, sir. I’m Devin Baker.”

      Dr. Collins took the offered hand and immediately felt a sensation he couldn’t identify. Feeling something also, Devin’s eyes widened, wondering what he’d healed. Neither of the men was aware the peptic ulcer that caused frequent discomfort in the doctor’s stomach would never again be a problem.

      “Devin, Doctor Keller here is saying some outrageous things about you. She had me call down to 3B, and they’re also saying some things that don’t make much sense.”

      “I understand, sir. Please know Doctor Keller fell into this. Her first concern was that no patients were harmed, and then she had a tough decision about what to do with me.”

      “Thank you, Devin,” said the director. “She says you can convince me as to the legitimacy of your claims.”

      Devin rotated his right forearm so the anterior surface faced upward. Using his left index finger, he traced a line halfway from his elbow to his wrist. As he did, the skin and muscle split open.

      “What are⁠—?”

      “Just watch,” Robyn Keller said, responding before Devin.

      As the wound started closing, Dr. Collins moved forward, studying the process. Devin saw the doctor’s mouth drop open in amazement as he observed.

      Wide-eyed, he stared at Devin. “That’s incredible! How’d you do that?”

      Devin smiled at the simple question, “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      “And you can do this to other people, too? Not just yourself?”

      “Yes, I demonstrated to Doctor Keller.”

      Director Collins looked at the surgical resident, and she nodded. “He did the same thing, but on my hand.”

      “Is this something you’ve always been able to do?”

      “Doctor Collins, how about we sit down, and I tell you the whole story?”

      The director dismissed Robyn to return to her duties, asking that she not discuss what had happened.

      Devin and Dr. Collins sat, and for fifteen minutes, Devin gave an in-depth explanation of what he’d been experiencing. As they spoke, the director pulled up the hospital records from Devin’s admission five years before and read about the incident at the beginning of his fantastic story.

      “Devin, that’s fascinating. I guess my first question is, why are you here? What were you trying to get out of your visit today?”

      “The honest answer is, I’m experimenting. I believe this is a gift from God, but I still don’t fully understand what I can do. Can I fix brain or spinal injuries? What about disfigurements from years ago? What happens if I touch someone who had a leg amputated? I doubt it’ll grow back, but what will happen?

      “The other day, I saw a dog that a car hit and suffered a leg injury. When I stopped and touched him, nothing happened. I’m hoping you can help me in understanding these abilities. I want to understand my limits so I can make a long-term plan as to what to do with this gift.”

      Devin took a deep breath. It felt like he was talking too fast, and he hoped this hospital director would be willing to help.
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      Kevin McDonald drove the family’s blue Ford Edge out of the airport parking lot. The long day had taken its toll on him, and he couldn’t wait to be home.

      Glancing over at his wife, Carla, he knew she felt the same way. They both would sleep well tonight.

      The American Airlines flight was supposed to arrive four hours ago, but there was a mechanical problem, and now it was after midnight. Their four-year-old son, Cooper, was great through all this and drifted off to sleep within a few minutes of being strapped into his booster seat.

      Cooper wouldn’t be happy in the morning. They’d promised him that when he opened his eyes in the morning, his loyal companion Domino, the one-hundred-and-ten pound German Shepherd, would be home where he belonged.

      The bond between boy and dog was unbreakable, and the week-long separation had taken its toll on young Cooper. But with it being so late now, retrieving Domino from the kennel as initially planned wasn’t possible.

      Carla had initially been worried about the safety of having such a large dog around her young child. However, from the moment they brought Cooper home from the hospital, Domino had taken on the role of protector and caregiver.

      The big animal treated the boy with gentleness and patience, surprising everyone. His warm, brown eyes watched over Cooper like a guardian angel, always ready to play or cuddle at the slightest touch.

      This unexpected family vacation was a much-needed break for Kevin, who’d been working tirelessly as a detective in the county sheriff’s narcotics division.

      For two years, he’d led an investigation that resulted in the arrest of over twenty dangerous gang members. The raid seized nearly $30 million worth of heroin and fentanyl.

      The police made the arrests nearly nine months ago. However, two weeks ago, the trial for the notorious gang leader concluded. The court sentenced him to spend the rest of his life behind bars.

      In the aftermath of such a high-profile case, Detective McDonald became a target for retaliation. Vengeful gang members, some with long criminal histories, made numerous threats of violence against him.

      Concerned for his safety, Kevin’s superiors urged him to take a well-deserved paid vacation for at least a week until the hatred towards him simmered down.

      Kevin and Carla had agreed and flew to Dallas to visit her relatives. The plan of seeing her loved ones after nearly two years thrilled Carla. She couldn’t wait to show them how much Cooper had grown since their last visit.

      The journey went smoothly, and the vacation was a perfect blend of relaxation and fun for the entire family.

      Back at home, during Kevin’s absence, there were no reports of any further threats. Things seemed to have returned to normal.

      “How are you doing? Too tired?” Carla said to her husband after they’d been driving for twenty minutes.

      “Not bad. It’ll be good to get home and sleep in our own bed tonight.”

      “True. But it was good to go visit. I was missing them all, especially my parents. I know my family enjoyed seeing Cooper.”

      “It was a good week, and Coop did great with the traveling, time changes, and disruption to his routine. I was really proud of him.”

      Carla asked her husband, “Do you think things have settled down here?”

      “I sure hope so. I want things to get back to normal.”

      They continued in silence for a couple of minutes and stopped at a red light. As the couple waited, the roar of a motorcycle approaching from his left side interrupted Kevin’s thoughts.

      The bike had a sleek, low-profile design and was built for speed. There were two people on it, both covered in leather. A tall, thin man drove, and a medium-height woman sat on the back, their faces partially obscured by bandanas.

      The motorcycle came to a stop, and the bikers both drew handguns. Kevin’s heart raced as he spun in his seat, his hands grabbing Carla’s jacket, and he fought to push her down to the floorboards.

      He tried to use his body as a shield but was fighting against her seatbelt. The sound of deafeningly loud gunshots reverberated in his ears as shards of glass rained down on them. There was a searing pain in his exposed shoulder as a bullet grazed him, but he couldn’t focus on that now. He concentrated on protecting Carla and surviving this sudden ambush. His mind flashed to little Cooper in the back seat, for whom he couldn’t do anything.

      Suddenly, the attack was over as quickly as it began, and he heard the roar of the bike’s engine as it sped away into the night.

      Kevin sprang up, released the seatbelt, and shifted the Edge into park. Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, he pulled his off-duty weapon from the concealed holster mounted under the dashboard and rolled out the door. He squeezed off four precise shots.

      The first of the .40 caliber rounds hit the bike’s frame with a loud ping, causing the vehicle to lurch and wobble. Kevin’s second and third bullets entered the back of the passenger and passed through her and into the driver. The fourth only hit the driver because the woman had fallen off.

      Kevin rose from his crouched position, watching as the motorcycle keeled over and tumbled down the road. Neither of the riders moved from where they’d landed.

      After turning back to the car, Kevin saw Carla still slumped over, held up by her seatbelt. Two bright red growing stains were visible on the left side of her chest. She was alive and struggling to breathe.

      Kevin looked into the backseat at Cooper, who was screaming. Cuts from flying glass peppered his head and arms, leaving behind tiny droplets of blood.

      Kevin winced as he threw himself behind the wheel, ignoring the sharp pain of the shattered safety glass digging into his skin. With determination, he slammed the car door shut, put it into gear, and pressed hard on the accelerator. The engine roared as the vehicle sped up. Kevin’s shoulder throbbed with each movement, but he pushed through the discomfort as he focused on getting help for Carla.

      “Hang on!” he said to his wife as the car rapidly accelerated, unsure if she heard him. “The hospital is just two miles away.”

      A minute and a half later, Kevin abruptly slammed the car to a stop at the Emergency entrance. Throwing open his door, he sprinted into the building, his voice echoing off the walls as he screamed for help.
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      Devin shifted uncomfortably in his seat, trying to find a position that would ease the tension in his body. The speedometer taunted him, reading over 100 mph as the car raced down the nearly deserted roadway.

      He tried to think about what he was about to do, but the constant sound of the siren wouldn’t let him concentrate. Part of his problem was that he’d been sound asleep only four minutes earlier.

      The last two weeks had been a whirlwind of activity for him.

      North East Regional Hospital was one of twenty-seven hospitals owned by the parent company, Specter Medical Group (SMG). They shared resources and personnel between the different hospitals. This brought costs down and allowed for more specialized care to be available in smaller hospitals. The interaction between the hospitals also brought Devin and his fantastic ability to the attention of many people.

      Since the first meeting with Director Collins two weeks ago, he’d visited over a dozen hospitals and rehabilitation facilities in the area.

      Devin filled his days by meeting with patients, doctors, and administrators, showcasing his ability to heal injuries and illnesses in record time.

      During that time, he’d had four helicopter flights and two round-trip flights on private jets - an experience he never thought he’d have.

      Devin couldn’t believe how quickly word spread about him within SMG. Everywhere he went, people seemed to know who he was and what he could do. At times, he felt like a celebrity, which was both exciting and at times overwhelming.

      But as much as Devin enjoyed the perks that came with being a highly sought-after healer, there were drawbacks, too. Despite his travels being paid for by SMG, they weren’t paying him for his time or services rendered.

      He’d made clear the things he wanted to try, and those he was working with also had other ideas of their own. The results amazed everyone.

      He’d touched close to a hundred people. He watched as paralyzed people walked and trauma patients on the brink of death sat up and talked. One man who’d been in a coma for five years opened his eyes and spoke.

      Devin also attended many meetings where they discussed his abilities and how to best use them. All those conversations always came back to the impact Devin’s talents would have on hospital revenue.

      At first, Devin couldn’t believe this would be such a significant concern. One day, a hospital administrator sat with him and explained how much financial damage his ability could have.

      “They told me this is about another officer’s wife. Is that true?”

      Devin’s attention snapped back to the present, and he glanced over at the stern-looking police officer who drove. She appeared to be close to his age, in her early twenties.

      Thinking about her question, he tried to remember. He’d been asleep when he heard his cell phone ringing. He’d fumbled for the phone in the dark and answered it, noticing it was a little after 1:00 a.m. The person on the other end had introduced themselves, but Devin didn’t remember the name.

      He thought the person said that they were a doctor with Yankee Medical Center. They said something about a woman involved in a shooting, and it wasn’t expected she’d survive the surgery. They said he should get dressed fast, and his ride would take him to a Life Flight helicopter.

      He scrambled to get dressed, still processing what was going on.

      As he ran down the stairs, he heard the distant sound of sirens growing louder. He yelled to his parents that he had to leave for an emergency.

      Running out of the house, he got to the curb as the police cruiser stopped on the street. Its red and blue lights reflected off the neighbor’s homes in the dark.

      Flinging open the door, he leaped into the front passenger seat, the car taking off down the road before he could fully shut his door.

      “I was sound asleep when they called me,” Devin said. “All I remember is that a woman was shot.”

      “What are you? Some kind of special doctor?”

      “Something like that,” Devin said, not wanting to explain more.

      The cruiser came around a curve in the road, and ahead was the local park, where the lights from a landing helicopter could be seen.

      When the car came to a stop, Devin called, “Thanks for the ride,” as he leaped out the door and sprinted toward the aircraft.

      He approached from the front of the helicopter, staying away from the deadly tail rotor that even he wouldn’t survive contact with.

      A hand reached out the sliding side door, Devin grabbed it, and someone pulled him inside. The door slid shut, and a helmeted figure directed him to a seat, where they assisted Devin in getting strapped in. As the buckle snapped closed, the helicopter lifted straight up into the dark sky, the powerful rotors beating forcefully. Devin felt the vibrations through his seat as they gained altitude.

      The seat was small and uncomfortable, having folded down from the wall of the helicopter. Soon, he was aware of the aircraft banking and the forward motion increasing. The lighting in the cramped compartment was minimal, and someone handed Devin a headset, which he fumbled with for a minute before getting it on correctly.

      “Devin, can you hear me?” a male voice said through the headset.

      “Yes, I can hear you.”

      “Okay. My name is Tommy. I’m one of the flight medics. My partner is Duane. We have about a fifteen to twenty-minute flight.”

      “Is there any way to get an update on the injured person?” Devin asked.

      “I’ll see if I can get some information,” the medic said.

      Tommy adjusted something on the radio console, and then he was talking again, but Devin could no longer hear what he said.

      After a few minutes, Devin’s headset came on again, and he heard Tommy say, “Devin, I’ve got Yankee Medical Center on the line. They can hear you.”

      “Hello?” Devin said tentatively.

      “Devin, this is Doctor Philameni. We spoke on the phone.”

      “Yes, Doctor, I remember. I was asleep when you called, and I’m not sure if I caught everything. Can you give me an update?”

      “Certainly. The patient is a twenty-nine-year-old female with two gunshot wounds to the left lateral chest. She’s extremely unstable and will die without immediate care. The trauma surgeon thinks there’s probably too much damage for her to survive the surgery.

      “The surgeon met you last week, and he’s the one who insisted we try to get you here. He’s afraid that if he opens her up, there would be so much blood loss that their team wouldn’t be able to deal with all the damage in time. Since you’re on the way, he’s trying to delay opening her, but he’s prepared to do so if she crashes. This is an every-second-matters situation.”

      “I understand. I’ll be there as soon as possible. Please make sure there’s someone there to lead me to her,” Devin said.

      “They’re already on the roof, waiting.”

      Devin handed the radio handset back to Tommy and sat back, thinking about Britany and how he was seconds too late. He felt an icy terror, knowing that it might happen again.

      Minutes later, the wheels touched down on the hospital’s roof, and he shot out of his seat and yanked the lever that held the door closed.

      Jumping down, Devin sprinted across the roof toward the door and the elevator, where someone dressed in hospital scrubs waited for him.

      The elevator felt like it was hardly moving as it slowly descended.

      The doors finally opened, and Devin rushed through the hospital, following his guide as they made their way to the operating room. They took a right turn and saw another similarly dressed person waiting by the entrance to the surgical suites. She held a blue surgical mask in her hand.

      “Put this on, and then go through that door.”

      Devin complied, though not sure of the purpose of the mask. They’d already learned that he could cure infections.

      Pushing through the door, he entered the scrub room, where all the sterile gowns, caps, and shoe covers were on shelves inside boxes. Continuing past several large sinks, he pushed open the doors to the OR. He continued toward the feet of the woman on the operating table.

      As he listened to what the surgical team was saying, shock washed over him at the sounds of panic as the doctors frantically tried to save their patient. These skilled professionals were fighting a losing battle, and they knew it.

      “She’s losing too much blood!”

      “Her pulse is only in the forties and dropping!”

      “This isn’t working!”

      “Who is in charge here?” Devin said forcefully.

      Everyone looked at him, and one spoke from behind his surgical mask. “Devin, I’m Doctor Chandler. We met last week.”

      Devin recognized the voice, and a face came to his mind. They’d sat and talked for a while last week and then ran some tests together. He liked Dr. Chandler and enjoyed working with him.

      “When I do this, everything will close up,” Devin said. “You need to get everything out of her first.”

      While frantically working in the woman’s chest, the surgeon replied, “We can’t. She’d bleed out before we got it all unhooked. Can you do your thing in small increments?”

      “I’ll try, but I’ve never done that before,” Devin explained.

      Devin used his index finger and tapped the woman’s leg. He then waited a few seconds and repeated the action. With each tap, Devin felt a familiar sensation.

      “Is anything happening?” he asked.

      “The bleeding is stopping. I see things moving in here!” said the surgeon. “Things are healing. Keep doing it the way you are.”

      Slowly, Devin tapped, and the surgeons removed all the sponges, clamps, and other unidentified objects from the open chest cavity.

      After a few minutes, Dr. Chandler said, “Okay, Devin. We’re all out. Finish her up.”

      Devin stopped tapping and gripped the woman’s leg, and in ten seconds, it was all over.

      Dr. Chandler removed his surgical mask, smiled, and nodded thanks to Devin. The rest of the staff in the OR stared in amazement at what they’d witnessed.

      Devin took a deep breath, feeling relieved but also a little bitter. For this stranger, he’d made it in time. But for Britany, he’d failed.
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      Early one morning, a couple of weeks later, Devin lay awake in his bed, thinking of all he’d learned.

      Recently, he’d completed all the experimenting with the hospital group and had a clear idea of what he could and couldn’t do to heal people.

      The testing results showed that the life of the injured tissue was the most critical factor. He could make extraordinary things happen if the muscles, nerves, and bones were still alive. If the cells within the tissues had already died, his ability wouldn’t help.

      One patient had experienced brain death following a drowning. Nothing had happened when Devin touched him.

      Another patient who’d suffered some lesser brain damage following a high fall regained almost all functionality.

      Now, it looked like his work with the hospital group might be at an end. At first, there’d been lots of excitement about his healing of the woman shot in the chest. Some physicians were making plans to use him regularly.

      Soon after, the board, which oversaw the twenty-seven hospitals, started questioning the legal ramifications and financial impact of using Devin’s abilities. The next thing he knew, all the previously open doors were shut.

      This was of minimal concern to Devin. He’d gotten most of what he wanted, and he’d never envisioned permanently working in a formal hospital setting.

      Even now that he clearly understood his capabilities, he still wrestled with how best to use his gift. The problem remaining was that there was no way to move forward without his ability becoming public knowledge. The last thing he wanted was for strangers to be camped out on his lawn, begging to be touched. He couldn’t do that to his parents.

      As Devin contemplated this, he heard Chief, the family’s young black lab, barking. Devin then heard someone opening the front door.

      Seconds later, he heard, “Devin! Please come down. There’s someone here for you.”

      Reluctantly, Devin got up and dressed before descending the stairs. As he neared the main floor, his father, Randall Baker, looked up at him and said, “It looks like it happened a little earlier than we expected. There’s a news crew out there.”

      “Really? I’d thought we’d have a little more time,” Devan said.

      “I know,” his father said. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I’ll deal with them. You don’t need to get caught on a camera.”

      His father nodded, and as he retreated to the other room, Devin opened the solid wood door a crack so he could see out.

      The first person he saw was a woman who looked familiar, but he couldn’t place where he’d seen her. She wore a skirt, blouse, and heels.

      Next to her stood a man in a shirt and tie. He held a microphone, and Devin knew he’d seen him on the TV news before. Standing behind him was a more casually dressed woman aiming a large video camera.

      Devin cracked the door a little wider, making himself visible to the three. As soon as he did, the man holding the microphone stepped forward.

      “Mr. Baker? I’m Al Bixton with TV16. We’ve heard about what you can do and want to interview you. Your story is amazing, and our viewers would like to know more.”

      Devin could tell they were recording him from the red light on the front of the camera.

      “Mr. Bixton, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please leave.”

      Devin started closing the door when the reporter said, “Mr. Baker, do you deny giving this pamphlet to my colleague here when you miraculously healed her last month?”

      Devin stopped and looked back at the reporter and the woman beside him. She held one of the flyers he’d handed out in the hospital. Then he recalled why he knew her.

      She was the person with the leg injury. A car had hit her, severely damaging her leg. In fact, he was helping her when the surgical resident, Robyn Keller, caught him.

      Unexpectedly, Devin found himself improvising again. He pointed at the woman he’d healed and said, “Get inside the house! You other two aren’t coming in.”

      “Mr. Baker, we would like to speak to you for a minute so we can report on this amazing story,” said Al Bixton.

      “She comes in now and alone, or I shut the door and speak to none of you.”

      “Can she bring a recorder?” said the woman holding the camera.

      “Absolutely not!”

      The trio of intruders started whispering among themselves.

      “The door closes and locks in four seconds. 4… 3… 2…”

      “Okay. Just me, no recording,” the woman agreed.

      The woman stepped forward, and Devin held the door open for her.

      As she stepped inside, he looked at her comrades. “You two don’t have permission to be on the property, and you certainly may not try to look in my windows with your camera.”

      After slamming the door, Devin locked it. In a menacing voice, he said, “Give me your phone now!”

      “My phone? Why?”

      “Now!” Devin demanded.

      “Okay, okay. Here it is.” She handed it to him, and he set it on the end table by the door.

      He wouldn’t take any chances that she might try to record the conversation.

      “Follow me,” he said.

      Devin led her to the dining room because the living room had large windows, which someone could easily record video through. He closed the drapes, making sure they had their privacy. “Have a seat.”

      She sat in a straight-back wooden chair.

      “What’s your name?” Devin asked.

      “Candice Adams,” she replied, with a tremor in her voice.

      She saw that Devin was furious, and she had no experience dealing with situations like this.

      Devin raised his left hand, his palm towards her face. His palm split wide open, causing Candice to gasp in shock. Once his hand returned to normal, Devin took his index finger and placed the tip firmly on her forehead. Candice’s eyes grew wide in fear, not knowing what he might be able to do.

      “Tell me now, do you have any recording devices on you?”

      “N-no, sir. I don’t. I promise.”

      Devin removed his finger. “Good.” He walked around the table and sat across from her. “So, Candice, it appears it was a mistake on my part to help you.”

      “No, it wasn’t! I am very thankful. If it weren’t for you, I’d still be in the hospital, and I’d be having more surgeries scheduled.”

      “So, you’re thankful, and to show it, you invade the privacy of my home? If you air a story about me, dozens of other reporters will come here to my parent’s home. That will lead to hundreds of people showing up at all hours, wanting me to touch them. Did you think of that?”

      “I hadn’t thought about that. This isn’t something I do. I told them what you did, and they were excited about the story.” Candice tipped her head toward the front yard.

      Devin looked at her, confused, and said, “I thought you were a reporter.”

      Candice shook her head. “No. I work for TV16 but in the IT department. I’m a database administrator. After my accident, a bunch of my co-workers came and saw me in the hospital. They knew I was badly injured. The next day, I showed up at work fully restored and with an amazing story. There was no way to keep it quiet.”

      Devin thought about what she’d said and wasn’t sure how much this changed things, if at all. He took a breath and pushed away all the venom he’d previously shown.

      “You see, Candice, as soon as a story about me gets out, I’ll have to move out of my parent’s house. I’ll need to find a place to stay with lots of security to keep everyone away. I will not live my life having a constant stream of people following me, wanting me to heal them.”

      “Okay, I understand. But eventually, this’ll all come out. The only way to keep it secret is to never use your ability again.”

      Devin nodded. “I know. But I need time to get some things in place. Things like a new residence and figuring out how I’ll get around privately.”

      “That makes sense. But at some point, you’ll end up going public. Correct?”

      “Sure. I don’t think there’s much else for me to do as far as learning my limits. The next step is to start using it.”

      “What if you were to partner with TV16?” Candice inquired.

      “What do you mean?”

      Candice explained her idea to Devin. “We agree to back off and leave you alone until you’re ready. You agree to talk to no other media. We’ll do a special TV event where you heal a bunch of people, and we'll record it. But not until you’re ready. We’ll also interview you during the event, so you have more control over how your abilities get revealed.”

      Devin thought about it for a moment before responding. “I’m still not sure I want to go public with this yet. But this might be the best way to do it when the time comes. At least I’ll have some say in how it’s presented.”

      “Exactly,” Candice nodded eagerly.

      “But I need some time to think about it,” Devin added.

      “Of course,” Candice agreed. “We won’t air any story until you’re ready and give us the go-ahead.”

      “Will your station agree to your plan?”

      Candice smiled. “I’m friends with the production manager. I know how the station leadership thinks. They’ll love it. For us, we get the exclusive story without having to sneak around and have you hate us. I can’t speak for the station, but I’m sure they’ll go for it.”

      As he walked her to the door, Devin felt a sense of relief wash over him. He’d found an ally in Candice, and together, they’d control how his abilities were revealed to the world.
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      Devin got out of the car carrying a small backpack. TV16 had provided a vehicle, a driver, and a plain-clothed security officer.

      “I’ll be back in a few hours,” he told the men.

      “Yes, Mister Baker,” the driver said. “We’ll be here to get you back to the apartment.”

      The partnership he’d worked out with TV16 had proven more valuable than expected. Not only had the station found him temporary housing, which included security. They were also helping him find a more permanent residence. He needed a place to live with gated security, but most gated communities had long waiting lists.

      Devin was having an exciting morning. He’d come from the TV station, where he’d recorded an interview for broadcast later in the evening. He’d reviewed and approved all the questions ahead of time. His biggest concern had been the interviewer would go off-script and try to probe into areas he wasn’t yet ready to disclose. Fortunately, they kept their word and stayed with the planned questions.

      Now, he was walking into a nice hotel on a beautiful late summer day, where they’d have what the station was calling the Unveiling Event.

      Devin entered the spacious lobby and saw Candice Adams waiting for him. The station had pulled her from her usual duties and assigned her as an official station representative for Devin.

      During the last weeks, they’d become good friends. While there was nothing romantic between them, the two worked well together, and Devin trusted her.

      “Hey, Devin. We’ve got everything set up, and people are starting to arrive.”

      “Sounds good. Where do we go?”

      “Follow me. I have a room for us to wait in while everyone is still arriving.”

      She led Devin to a small conference room adjacent to the large meeting room. Devin peeked into the larger room and saw many people seated, including his parents, who were sitting in the back. They’d insisted on witnessing the event. The TV station had agreed, and Candice had joked that she’d only charge them half-price.

      Concerned, Devin asked, “How many people did you guys invite? We agreed on a hundred fifty, but there are far more than that out there now.”

      “Well, the word got out, and we had a few more inquiries after we did the screenings. There are a hundred sixty-four. Also, we told each of them they could bring someone with them.”

      Devin nodded. “One sixty-four, and they’re all paying two hundred dollars?”

      “Yes, that’s the deal, and you get half. The station gets the other half, but we cover all expenses,” she confirmed.

      Devin nodded. He’d walk out of here with over $16,000. Furnishing the secure house, the station was helping him find would be no problem if he could do this a few times.

      Candice and her team had done extensive research and screening to find 150 good candidates for him to see at the Unveiling.

      They’d followed his specific criteria about the conditions he could heal. Tonight, he was nervous enough and didn’t want anything to come up that he might not be able to cure successfully.

      He sat at the head of the table, flanked by Candice and another representative from the TV station, Maria. Devin accepted the offered water bottle but passed on the snack foods.

      “Are you ready for this?” Candice asked, giving him a reassuring smile.
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"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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