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**Chapter 1**

 


I saved somebody’s life today. And the awful
thing is, I shouldn’t have done it.

I am so mad at myself.



I’m also mad at the world, and fate, and The
Great Whatever, for sticking me with this mess. It’s totally not my
fault! I mean, okay, yes, I did it. But what else could I do?? This
whole situation is so unfair it BITES.

Most of all, I’m mad at Donald O’Shaughnessy
and his cheesebrained friends, for horsing around at the top of the
tallest water slide in the park. I mean, honestly—get a clue!

The bottom line is, if Donald had had one
single ounce of maturity, none of this would have happened.
But who gets to suffer for it? Who is hiding all alone in her room,
shivering with reaction? Who is scribbling panicked thoughts into a
journal because she has no one to talk to? Me.

I bet Donald is surrounded by his near and
dear. I bet the O’Shaughnessy clan is making a big fuss. I bet they
sat around all evening, exclaiming and hugging and eating cake,
overjoyed to have him safe and sound and all that.

Let's face it: It sucks to be me.

Why did I do it?? (I ask myself
bitterly.)

I already know the answer, of course. I did
it because I could. Somebody had to step up, and it happened so
fast …

One second, Meg and I were standing at the
bottom of the water slide, looking up. Meg—who, despite her general
teensyness has a much bigger voice than I have—was screaming at the
boys to knock it off. Because the boys were way overhead, at the
top of the platform, acting like overcaffeinated baboons.

And the next second, the safety rail at the
top of the platform gave way.

It had never occurred to us that something
bad might happen. From what I know about boys (which is,
admittedly, not much), they play jackass on a regular basis. Meg
and I weren’t yelling at the boys because we were afraid someone
would get hurt. We were just afraid we’d get kicked out of
the park. We were yelling, but we were laughing, too, you know?
Until this happened.

The platform was about a hundred feet
overhead. It might as well have been a mile. I saw a human form
grab, miss, and fall. I saw red hair and bright blue swim trunks
silhouetted against the sky ... there was nothing around him but
air.

And that was that. I risked everything,
absolutely everything, for Donald O’Frickin’ Shaughnessy. I don’t
even like Donald O’Shaughnessy.

There wasn’t time to think. I don’t remember
making a decision—although I must have, of course, because
summoning Power is never an accident. But I acted so quickly,
Donald didn’t even have time to scream.

He plummeted—briefly. Very briefly. The
instant I saw him spreadeagled and flailing against the sky, a
flash of heat left my body. The power arrowed into Donald’s torso
like invisible lightning. His back arched like he’d been punched in
the gut. He shot upward slightly from the force of the impact, then
hung in mid-air for about a nanosecond. And then he drifted gently
to the ground, and landed. Unhurt.

On his feet, no less. I must admit, that was
pretty cool.

The whole incident took about five seconds …
probably the longest five seconds of my life.

Did I mention that the water park was
crowded? Well, it was. School has only been out for four days, and
everybody’s celebrating. So there were a lot of people there.

A lot of witnesses.

Excuse me while I jump up and pace for a few
minutes.

Every time I remember all those faces ... all
those shocked, uncomprehending faces ... I have a teeny tiny panic
attack.

After Donald touched down, there was a
peculiar moment of silence. The crowd that was lined up to get on
the water slide—and the crowd milling around where Meg and I were
standing—stared. Everyone had seen what happened. Even the people
around us who had missed the start of the fall had looked up well
before it was over. So a brief hush fell, while people mentally
argued with what their eyes were telling them.

Because everybody saw it, but nobody believed
it.

The silence ended with a kind of collective
gasp. A couple of girls screamed. Somebody cheered. A smattering of
confused applause broke out. But I wasn’t at liberty to notice too
much, because Meg grabbed me, shrieking, and clutched me in a hug
while she jumped up and down.

“Oh! Oh! Oh!” she wailed. “Thank you! Oh,
Zara, thank you! Thank you!”

And then ... bedlam.

Parts of the crowd surged toward Donald,
seeking to help or congratulate him or check him for wires or get
his autograph or who-knows-what. Parts of the crowd shrank back,
because there’s something creepy about the unexplainable, even when
it’s a good kind of unexplainable. There was a melee at the top of
the platform, where people were struggling to get back down the
stairs, or at least to get as far from the broken railing as
possible. A cacophony of shouts rose above the hubbub. What
happened? ... Did you see that? ... What WAS that? ... Is
the kid all right? Et cetera.

And in the center of everything was Meg,
jumping up and down and thanking me over and over, in a kind of
ecstasy of gratitude. I didn’t respond, because I was feeling
almost as stunned as the people around me. For different reasons,
of course.

I couldn’t believe I had done it. It was a
crazy thing to have done. Practically suicidal. To summon
Power in a public place ... why, it was the stuff of
nightmares.

And Donald, the center of everyone’s
attention, was staring right at ME with his watery blue eyes
practically bugging out of his head. I’ll never know what he felt,
up there in the sky, but whatever it was, it must have clued him in
somehow. Pointed to its source.

Uh-oh.

Could things get any worse?!

Well, yeah. Because Donald fingering me as
the source of his invisible parachute was the least of my worries.
Donald’s not the most articulate guy in the world, even on a good
day. And somebody who just fell off the tallest water slide in the
park could probably babble anything, and it would be written off as
the ravings of shock. But Megan? She totally knew. And she totally
gave it away.

See, it didn’t matter which jackass fell off
the water slide. I would have done the same thing for any of them.
It just happened to be Donald whose life I saved.

And Donald happens to be my best friend’s
brother.

And my best friend is the only person on the
planet who is capable of (a) witnessing something impossible, (b)
believing her eyes, and (c) understanding immediately that I was
responsible. She might have kept her head, if it hadn’t been her
brother I rescued. But it was. So she didn’t keep her head. She
lost it.

Megan O’Shaughnessy totally lost it. That is
something I have never seen before. Meg is probably she smartest,
coolest, most self-possessed person I’ve ever known. Except for
boys, who occasionally rob her of her native intelligence, I would
have said with utter confidence that Meg could not be rattled by
anything.

IRONY: Witnessing a near-fatal accident,
horrific as that was (for the first heartbeat or so) did not almost
ruin my life. Tweaking the laws of physics to achieve the
impossible, in broad daylight, with multiple witnesses, did not
almost ruin my life. It was my dearest friend on earth—or, rather,
her semi-hysterical gratitude—that almost ruined my life.

I hope I don’t have to rethink this best
friend thing.

Ack!! I do not want to go there. I don’t want
to go anywhere NEAR there.

What would I do without Megan O’Shaughnessy
in my life?! She is the only reason I’ve survived being a
teenager.

At school I am a complete loner, because it’s
the only safe thing to be—for someone like me. But away from
school, I have Meg. She is a true and excellent friend. I’ve always
believed that if you have one true and excellent friend, you are
luckier than most. And to have Meg for my true and excellent
friend? That made me luckier than anybody.
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