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Prologue

The Mantles Begin to Stir
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The wind moved through the pines behind the old barn like it had somewhere important to be. It wasn’t a storm wind, not yet, but it carried a weight that hadn’t been there the day before. In the quiet town of River’s Bend, North Carolina, most people wouldn’t have noticed. They would’ve gone about their Friday nights—grilling in backyards, watching the high school football game, or driving down Main Street with their windows down. Life moved at its usual slow, steady pace here.

But something beneath that ordinary rhythm had begun to shift.

In a modest house on the edge of town, a girl with a long dark braid sat at her desk, pencil moving across paper without her fully meaning to. Her sketches had always come easily, but lately they felt different. Tonight, the lines formed images she didn’t remember deciding to draw—blurred motion, fire on fingertips, hands glowing with something that looked almost like light. She paused, staring at the page, a strange warmth settling in her chest.

A few blocks away, another house sat quiet under the streetlights. Inside, a boy with messy dark hair stood at his bedroom window, watching the neighborhood. He’d always been fast—fast enough to outrun most kids on the track team without trying too hard. But lately, when he ran, the world seemed to blur around the edges, and something like sparks danced at the corners of his vision. He told himself it was nothing. Just adrenaline. Just his imagination.

Down the road, in a lively home filled with the sound of younger siblings laughing, a tall boy with an easy grin lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling. He’d always been good at making people laugh, at lightening heavy moments. But tonight, his hands felt strangely warm, like they were holding onto something he couldn’t see. When he closed his eyes, he could almost hear the echo of an old prayer his great-uncle used to say.

And in a small house not far from Main Street, a girl with wavy dark hair sat on the edge of her bed, staring at her hands. They looked the same as they always had—strong from years of basketball, a little calloused from helping around the house. But she could still feel the memory of what they’d done days ago. The way the metal had bent under her palms like it was nothing. The way something inside her had surged and then settled when she prayed.

None of them knew the others were feeling it too.

None of them knew that something ancient was stirring again—something that had once rested on prophets and judges, on men and women set apart for impossible tasks. These gifts had slept for generations, waiting. Watching. And now, in this unassuming town, they were beginning to wake.

Four ordinary teenagers.

One small town.

And a power that had been promised long ago was about to find its way back into the world.

The mantles were awakening.

And nothing in River’s Bend would ever be the same.
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The Girl Who Stopped the Car
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Hey there. I know this is going to sound completely wild, but stick with me. My name is Mia Rodriguez, and up until a few days ago, I thought I was just a regular sixteen-year-old trying to survive junior year.

Basketball has been my escape and my battleground ever since middle school when I joined the JV team as a scrawny sixth-grader who could barely dribble without tripping over her own feet. That’s where I met my best friend Jess, the quiet strawberry-blonde with the quick smile and sharper passes—we clicked instantly on the court, bonding over late practices, sweaty gym floors, late-night talks about faith and family, and we’re still teammates five years later who push each other through every drill and tough day. Basketball keeps me grounded and channels some of that restless energy that otherwise turns into anger.

My quick temper started the day Dad died. He was a firefighter—the kind of hero who ran into burning buildings while everyone else ran out. One night he went in to save a trapped family and never came back. I was eight years old, sitting in the living room with Mom when the chaplain knocked on the door.

That loss carved a hole in me that filled with hot, jagged anger. It flares up too fast—at slow drivers, at kids who pick on the weak, at the unfairness of a world that takes good people like Dad. I pray every morning for patience, quoting Philippians 4:13 like a lifeline, but the fire still rises by lunch most days.

Matthew, my nine-year-old brother who lives and breathes soccer, is usually the one who calms me down. He doesn’t remember Dad, but he loves hearing the stories I tell him every night. I played basketball, helped take care of him, and spent most of my time trying not to lose my temper over things that probably didn’t deserve it.

Then one ordinary, sticky afternoon changed everything.

I was pedaling my beat-up blue bike down Main Street as fast as I could, heading to meet up with my nine-year-old brother Matthew after his soccer practice. We usually rode our bikes home together. Even though he was responsible enough to make the trip by himself, I liked riding with him anyway. It gave us a few minutes to talk about his day and crack jokes, and it made me feel like I was doing my part to help Mom.

She was working another double shift at the diner again—rushing between tables during the day and cleaning offices at night. A lot of these everyday responsibilities had fallen on me. My backpack felt heavier than usual, stuffed with textbooks and the leftover frustration from bombing a surprise pop quiz in history class earlier that day.

I was already irritated when, as I got closer to the center of town, the sweet aromas of fresh-baked bread, cinnamon rolls, and sugary confections from River’s Bend Bakery drifted toward me on the breeze. The smell always hit me hard. It instantly pulled me into a warm memory of Dad lifting me onto his shoulders so I could see over the counter and pick out my favorite chocolate chip cookie while he laughed and pretended to steal a bite.

Those simple trips to the bakery with him felt like a lifetime ago now.

The happy flashback shattered in an instant.

A black sedan came flying around the corner way too fast, swerving like the driver had completely lost control. My heart slammed into my throat. Right in its path was the busy crosswalk packed with kids walking home from school. And standing frozen in the middle of it, pushing a stroller with her baby niece inside, was my best friend Jess. She hadn’t been at school that day because her family was taking a short vacation break, so she was out running some errands with her little niece in tow.

She didn’t move. She just stood there, eyes wide with pure terror, completely locked in place.

Everything inside me ignited at once.

“No!” I screamed. In one fluid motion I swung my leg over the bike, hit the ground running hard, and let the bike continue forward on its own momentum. It careened off the sidewalk and crashed loudly into the outdoor tables in front of River’s Bend Bakery. The car was already jumping the curb. There was no time to think. I just ran.

I reached the sedan in what felt like a single heartbeat. My hands slammed into the hood with every ounce of strength I possessed. The metal groaned loudly and crumpled inward like it was made of cheap foil instead of steel. I planted my feet and shoved forward with everything in me. The car stopped dead in its tracks. The entire front end buckled with a sickening metallic crunch. Horns blared from behind it. Kids nearby were still screaming and scrambling for cover, parents yanking them away from the street in panic.

I quickly grabbed Jess’s arm and helped push the stroller with her toward the sidewalk, getting them both out of the middle of the chaotic scene.

A strange, warm power rushed through my veins, hot and steady like liquid fire mixed with something peaceful and strong. For just a second, my hands glowed with a soft golden light. Then it faded, and the strength began to slip away with it.

I stood there breathing hard, staring at the dented hood and my own hands like they belonged to someone else. My mind was spinning wildly. What just happened? Did I really do that? One second I was running on pure adrenaline, the next the car was crumpling under my palms like it was made of paper. My heart hammered against my ribs so hard I thought it might burst. My fingers tingled where they had touched the hood, and I could still feel the echo of that impossible strength pulsing faintly through my arms.

I was terrified. Not just scared—deep-down, bone-chilling frightened. What if I was losing my mind? What if this was some kind of hallucination from all the stress? Mom already had enough to worry about with work and raising us alone. If I started seeing things or imagining superhuman strength, what would that do to Matthew? He looked up to me. I was supposed to be the strong one, the one who held it together after Dad died. Instead, I felt like I was falling apart in the middle of Main Street while everyone else was still panicking around me.

I quickly turned to Jess and her little niece, my eyes scanning them frantically for any injuries. The baby was crying softly but seemed unharmed, bundled safely in the stroller. Jess was pale, her freckles standing out sharply against her skin, her green eyes still wide and unfocused. I grabbed her shoulders gently but firmly, giving her a light shake to snap her out of it.

“Jess! Jess, look at me. Are you okay? Is the baby okay?” My voice came out shaky, higher-pitched than normal. I kept glancing back at the crumpled car, half-expecting it to start moving again or for the whole scene to dissolve like a bad dream.

Jess blinked slowly, her gaze finally focusing on my face. “Mia... what... what just happened?” she whispered, her voice trembling. “That car was coming right at us. I couldn’t move. It was like everything froze, and then... it just stopped. Did you see that? How did it stop?”

I swallowed hard, my throat tight. I didn’t know how to explain it. I wasn’t even sure I believed what I had felt. “I... I don’t know, Jess. I just ran over and pushed as hard as I could. Maybe the driver hit the brakes at the last second or something. It all happened so fast.” I kept my answer basic, sticking to what anyone might have seen from a distance. No golden glow. No impossible strength. I couldn’t say those things out loud—not yet. Not when I barely understood them myself. Inside, my thoughts were screaming: How did my hands do that? Am I going crazy? God, please tell me this isn’t real... or if it is, please tell me what to do with it.

Jess nodded slowly, still looking dazed, but she squeezed my hand. “Thank you. I thought... I really thought that was it.”

The fear and shock swirled inside me like a storm I couldn’t calm. Part of me wanted to laugh hysterically at how absurd this was.

Me—Mia Rodriguez, the girl who snapped at referees during basketball games and prayed for patience every single morning—had somehow stopped a car with her bare hands. It felt like a miracle and a nightmare all at once.

What if someone had seen the glow? What if this power came with a cost I wasn’t ready to pay? The questions piled up faster than I could push them away, leaving me shaky and overwhelmed even as I tried to stay strong for Jess.

The driver was a scrawny teenage kid, probably fifteen, still yanking a blindfold off his face. He looked completely terrified. Because of the blindfold, he never saw me stop the car with my bare hands. Jess was still coming out of her shock, staring straight ahead with a blank expression. She hadn’t seen it either.

Rage exploded inside me, fast and hot, the same quick temper that had lived in me since I was eight years old. I wanted to rip the car door open and scream at him. “You complete idiot!” I shouted through the cracked windshield. “What were you thinking? There are little kids everywhere! You could’ve killed my best friend and her baby niece!”

As the anger rose, I felt the leftover strength in my arms fading even faster. I caught myself just in time.

I closed my eyes right there in the middle of the street, ignoring the growing crowd, and whispered the prayer I’d said more times than I could count. “Lord Jesus, take this anger. It belongs to You. I belong to You. Philippians 4:13... I can do all things through You who gives me strength.”

The heat in my chest cooled slowly, like rain finally falling on hot pavement. The temper didn’t disappear completely, but it didn’t explode either. I held it together.

Jess, still shaky but more present after I had pulled her to safety, gripped my arm tightly. “Mia! Oh my God, are you okay? That car just... stopped.”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly, my heart still pounding so hard it hurt. I had stopped a moving car with my bare hands. What the hell just happened to me?

✝

Later, after I walked Jess and her niece home and helped calm everyone down, the full weight of what happened settled over me.

I had done something impossible. Something that shouldn’t have been possible. My hands had glowed. I had felt power I couldn’t explain.

And the scariest part was that it had felt natural in the moment—like my body had always been capable of it.

That night, after helping Matthew with his homework and making sure he brushed his teeth, I tucked him into bed. He looked up at me with those big hopeful eyes, the same ones that always melted my heart. “Mia, tell me a Dad story tonight? The firefighter one?”

I smiled softly and sat on the edge of his bed, pulling the blanket up to his chest. “Okay, buddy. This one’s about the time Dad saved a whole family from a burning apartment building. It was a really bad fire, flames everywhere, smoke so thick you could barely see. The other firefighters said it was too dangerous to go back in, but Dad heard a little girl crying from the second floor. He didn’t even hesitate.”

Matthew’s eyes widened. “What did he do?”

“He put on his mask, grabbed extra oxygen, and ran straight back inside even though the ceiling was starting to collapse. He found the little girl hiding in a closet and carried her out over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Then he went back one more time for her mom who had passed out from the smoke. The whole team cheered when he came out carrying her. They called him a hero that night.”

“Was he scared?” Matthew asked, clutching his stuffed soccer ball.

“Yeah, he was scared,” I said honestly. “But he told me later that sometimes you have to be scared and brave at the same time. That’s what real courage looks like—doing the right thing even when your knees are shaking. He always said God gives us strength when we need it most, even if we don’t feel it right away.”

Matthew yawned but kept talking. “Do you think Dad is watching us from heaven? Like, cheering for me at soccer games?”

“I know he is,” I whispered, brushing his messy hair back. “He’s probably telling all the angels about how fast you run on the field. Now close your eyes, little man. Big game this weekend, remember?”

“Love you, Mia.”

“Love you more, Matthew. Sweet dreams.”

I kissed his forehead and turned off the light, leaving the door cracked just how he liked it.

✝

That night, after I got Matthew to bed and told him one of Dad’s old firefighter stories, I sat alone on our creaky front porch swing.

The warm night air wrapped around me while crickets chirped in the dark. I pulled out the small pocket Bible Mom had given me years ago, but I didn’t open it right away.

I just sat there, staring at my hands in the dim light from the porch.

What was happening to me?

I had always believed in God. I had turned to Him after Dad died because I didn’t know where else to go.

But this... this was different.

This wasn’t like the comfort or peace I usually felt when I prayed. This was something I couldn’t explain—something strange and overwhelming. And I had no idea what it meant or why it was happening to me right now.

I whispered into the quiet, more out of habit than understanding, “I don’t get any of this... I don’t know what to do.”

I didn’t have any answers. Only questions. And for the first time in a long time, I felt both terrified and strangely hopeful that maybe I wasn’t meant to figure this out completely alone.
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Faster Than He Was Meant to Run
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Hey. I really hope you’re comfortable, because what I’m about to tell you is going to sound completely unbelievable. My name is Ethan Hale, and up until a few days ago, I was just a seventeen-year-old senior at River’s Bend High School who spent most of his time on the track, chasing personal bests and trying to keep my head in the right place. Running has always been my thing—the one place where everything else fades away and I can just focus on the rhythm of my feet and the burn in my lungs. But lately, even that has felt different.

Dad used to be the track coach at the high school. Everyone called him Coach Hale, the guy with the loud whistle, the endless energy, and the ability to push you past what you thought were your limits. He’d stand on the sidelines during meets with that old stopwatch of his, yelling encouragement that somehow always made you dig deeper. Track wasn’t just a sport in our house—it was life. Weekends were filled with early morning runs, Dad timing my sprints in the backyard, and long talks about form, endurance, and never giving up even when your lungs were burning. He coached at the school for years, turning mediocre runners into state contenders, and I grew up wanting to be just like him.

After he died, running track became something else entirely. It was still important to me—maybe even more so—but it felt heavier now. The track was where I felt closest to him and where the absence hurt the most. Every lap reminded me of his voice cheering me on, but also that he’d never stand on the sidelines again. I kept running because quitting would feel like letting him down, yet every practice carried this quiet ache. I told myself I was honoring his memory, but some days it just felt like I was trying to outrun the grief that never quite left me.

I was still on the track right after school let out. The new track coach had left early that day for a doctor’s appointment, so I had the place mostly to myself. I told myself I was staying late to get extra work in, but the truth was I didn’t want to go home yet. The closer we got to the anniversary of my dad’s death, the heavier everything felt. Dad had passed away suddenly a couple of years ago during a routine training run — his heart just gave out on the same track he loved so much. The school had put up a small memorial plaque near the bleachers in his honor, but it never felt like enough.

I started running my usual warm-up laps, trying to outrun the thoughts that always showed up when I was alone. My legs moved on autopilot while my mind drifted to memories of my dad standing on the sidelines with his stopwatch, yelling encouragement. The grief hit harder than usual that day. I pushed myself faster, trying to leave it behind. 

He could still picture those early morning backyard sessions during track season. His dad would wake him up before the sun came up, both of them bleary-eyed but determined. They’d set up two cones in the grass, and his dad would time him with that old stopwatch, giving him the same focused feedback he gave the varsity runners at school. “Drive with your knees, Ethan. Don’t reach with your feet.” Ethan used to grumble about how early it was, but those were some of the only times he felt like he had his dad completely to himself — no other athletes, no clipboard, just the two of them and the sound of his spikes hitting the grass.

He was halfway through his second warm-up lap when he noticed Jake, one of the juniors, still stretching near the bleachers. 

“You staying late too?” Jake called out. 

Ethan slowed down just enough to answer. “Yeah. Trying to get some extra work in.” 

Jake nodded, then grabbed his bag. “Don’t push too hard, man. Coach already left. See you tomorrow.” 

Ethan gave a small wave and picked up his pace again. For a few seconds, the conversation had pulled him out of his head. But as soon as Jake was gone, the quiet settled back in.

That’s when I heard it.

A loud, sharp screech of tires, followed by the unmistakable sound of metal hitting something solid. It came from Main Street, just one block away. My head snapped toward the noise. It sounded bad — like a car losing control.

For a second, I thought about running toward it. My dad had always told me to run toward trouble when someone needed help, not away from it. But before I could make a decision, something inside me shifted.

The world around me blurred.

One moment I was running at a normal pace, and the next, everything streaked past me in a rush of color and wind. My legs kept moving even though my mind hadn’t caught up yet. The fence at the far end of the track rushed toward me way too fast. My eyes widened. I tried to slow down, but my body wasn’t listening. At the last second, I twisted sideways and slammed my shoulder into the chain-link fence, gripping it hard to stop myself. The metal rattled loudly under my hands.

I had covered the entire loop plus extra distance in the blink of an eye.

My hands were shaking as I grabbed the chain-link fence for balance. A faint spark of something — like static, but warmer — danced across my fingertips before disappearing. The air around me smelled strange, like the air after a summer storm.

I stood there, breathing hard, staring at my own legs like they belonged to someone else.

What in the world?

I dropped down to one knee on the track, gripping the fence like it might disappear if he let go. The adrenaline was causing my nerve endings to tingle and tremor. For a few seconds, I didn’t trust my legs to hold me up. When I finally stood, my knees still felt unsteady. I took one cautious step forward, then another. Everything looked normal again, but I could still feel the leftover buzz in my muscles — like my body was waiting for permission to move like that again.

The thoughts hit me like a freight train.

What if this wasn’t just a one-time thing? What if I couldn’t control it? I pictured myself blurring uncontrollably through the neighborhood, crashing into cars or people because I couldn’t slow down.

Mom already worked so hard to keep us going after Dad. She came home exhausted every night, trying to be strong for us, but I could see the tiredness in her eyes. If something happened to me—some freak accident because of this speed—how would she handle losing another person she loved? She’d be completely alone with Lily.

And Lily... my little sister was only eight. She barely remembered Dad, but she still drew pictures of him as a knight and asked me to tell stories about him at bedtime. She looked up to me as the man of the house now. If I suddenly got hurt or disappeared because of whatever this was, it would destroy her. We’d already lost Dad. They couldn’t lose me too.

I couldn’t let that happen. I had to figure this out, had to keep it hidden, had to protect them. The weight of it pressed down on my chest until it was hard to breathe.

I imagined worst-case scenarios spinning through my head.

What if the speed came on suddenly while I was crossing the street with Lily? What if I accidentally hurt someone because I couldn’t stop?

Mom had already buried her husband. She didn’t deserve to bury her son too. Lily didn’t deserve to grow up without her big brother the way I grew up without Dad.

The grief we carried as a family was already heavy enough. This power, whatever it was, couldn’t be allowed to make it worse.

I had to be careful. I had to be in control. For them.

I stayed there for a long time, trying to make sense of it.

Eventually, I stood up and walked slowly back toward the school building, afraid to run again in case whatever had just happened repeated itself.

The whole way, I kept replaying the moment in my head — the blur of motion, the strange warmth in my hands, the impossible speed.

✝

By the time I got home, my mom was already in the kitchen. She took one look at my face and asked if I was okay. I told her I was just tired from practice. She didn’t push, but I could tell she didn’t fully believe me.

I walked over and kissed her on the cheek like I always did. “Hey, Mom. What are you making for dinner? Smells amazing already.”

She smiled, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Lasagna. Your favorite. Figured we could use a comforting meal tonight. How was practice? You look like you ran a marathon instead of just extra laps.”

I leaned against the counter, watching her layer the noodles. “It was... intense. The new coach left early, so I had the track to myself for a while. Helped clear my head a bit.” I paused, then asked gently, “How have you been doing lately, Mom? With everything... since Dad. I know the anniversary is coming up. You don’t have to be strong all the time, you know.”

Mom set down the spoon and turned to me, her eyes softening. “Oh, Ethan. Some days are still hard. I miss him every morning when I make coffee for two out of habit. But seeing you and Lily growing up strong keeps me going. You’re becoming so much like him—kind, determined, always looking out for us. That helps more than you know.”

“I just worry about you working so much,” I said. “Between your shifts at the hospital and everything here... I want to help more with Lily. The next track meet is in two weeks. I’ll make sure I’m home in time to help with her bedtime routine those nights so you can rest.”

She reached out and squeezed my hand. “You already do so much. Lily adores you. We’ll figure out the schedule together. Maybe I can swap a shift so I’m home more on meet weekends. She needs both of us right now, especially with the anniversary coming.”

We talked for a while longer about Lily’s school projects, upcoming gymnastics for her, and how we could carve out more family time. The conversation felt good—honest, warm, and grounding. By the time the lasagna came out of the oven, the house smelled incredible, and for a little while the strange events on the track felt farther away.

✝

Later that evening, after we finished dinner and cleaned up together, the weight of the day settled back over me.

I told Mom I was going for a quick evening jog to clear my head, then stepped out into the humid twilight.

But even as I ran, the questions followed. I didn’t know what to think.

I had always had the faith. But this... this was something else. This wasn’t comfort or peace or some quiet feeling during worship. This was physical. This was real. And it scared the hell out of me.

I didn’t pray that night. Not really. I just sat there in the dark afterward, staring at my hands and wondering what was happening to me. I didn’t have any answers. Only questions. And for the first time since my dad died, I felt completely and utterly lost.
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The Hands He Laid Without Meaning To


[image: ]


Hey there. If you’ve been following along with Mia and Ethan’s stories, you’ve probably picked up that something unusual is stirring in our little town of River’s Bend. This is my part of it—the moment when everything I thought I knew about myself got turned upside down in the middle of what should have been a completely ordinary afternoon. My name is Levi Brooks, and until that day, I was just the seventeen-year-old class clown from a big, loud, loving family who made people laugh to keep things light. I’ve always been the guy who cracks jokes in the hallway to break awkward silences, does silly impressions of teachers to make the lunch table roar, and turns tense moments into something bearable. It’s not just a hobby—it’s how I cope. With four younger siblings running around the house like a pack of energetic puppies, chaos is basically the family motto. I learned early that humor is the best way to keep everyone smiling and to hide when I’m feeling overwhelmed myself.

Our house is never quiet. There’s always someone yelling about whose turn it is to do dishes, Mom calling out dinner instructions from the kitchen, or Dad trying to read his Bible in the middle of a living room that sounds like a wrestling match. I’m the oldest, so I’ve perfected the art of diffusing arguments with a well-timed joke or a ridiculous face that makes even my grumpy little brother crack a smile. People at school know me as the reliable funny guy—the one who can lighten the mood during tough tests or awkward group projects. But inside, I carry my own weight. I use laughter like a shield, keeping things fun on the surface so no one digs too deep into how I’m really feeling. That’s just how I’ve always operated. Until that afternoon, when something happened that no joke in the world could explain away.

It started right after school let out on that same sticky, humid day as the car crash everyone was talking about. I was walking home along the usual route when I heard the loud screech of tires and the sickening crunch of metal from Main Street, just a block away. My heart jumped. Without thinking, I started jogging toward the noise, the same pull I always feel when someone might need help. It was strange — this unexplainable tug in my chest, like an invisible string yanking me forward. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was supposed to be there, that something important was happening and I had to see it. Part of me wondered if I was just being dramatic or if this was some weird instinct kicking in after years of being the family peacemaker. Either way, my feet kept moving, faster than normal, drawn by that mysterious pull I didn’t understand but couldn’t ignore.

When I got there, the scene was chaotic. A black sedan sat awkwardly angled against the curb near the crosswalk, its front end badly crumpled as if it had slammed into something solid, yet there was no pole, no other car, no obvious obstacle in sight. It looked like it had crashed into thin air. Paramedics and firefighters were already on the scene, moving quickly and talking in low, urgent voices. 

I didn’t know why, but I felt like I needed to be there. My mind raced with possibilities—what could have caused the car to wreck so violently with nothing around it? Had the driver swerved to avoid a kid and overcorrected? Was there something I couldn’t see from this angle? 

The whole thing felt off, like a puzzle missing a piece, and that strange pull in my chest only grew stronger the closer I got.

The paramedics had already checked the driver and were moving between him and the crumpled car, still talking in hushed voices. One of them walked back to the ambulance to grab something, and the other followed a second later, leaving the kid sitting alone on the curb for a minute.

He looked terrible. Pale, shaking, with his left arm cradled against his chest. A dark bruise was already forming along his forearm where the airbag had hit him. He kept staring at the ground like he was waiting for someone to start yelling at him again.

I should’ve stayed back. But something pulled me toward him anyway.

I walked over and sat down on the curb a few feet away. He glanced up at me, then quickly looked back down.

For a second, neither of us said anything. Then I spoke.

“You know,” I said quietly, “most people wait until after they get their license before they try going viral for the dumbest reason possible.”

The kid let out a short, surprised laugh that turned into a wince. He shifted his arm and grimaced.

“Yeah... it was supposed to be a stupid challenge video,” he muttered. “Blindfolded driving. My friends dared me. I didn’t think anyone would actually be on the road right there. It was just supposed to be for likes.”

I nodded but didn’t say anything else right away. I could feel that strange warmth starting to build in my hands again. Stronger this time.

The paramedics were still over by the ambulance. I didn’t have long.

I scooted a little closer and rested my arm on my knee so my hand was near his bruised forearm. I didn’t grab it or make a big deal out of it. I just let my fingers rest lightly against his skin like I was still talking to him.

“Hey,” I said, keeping my voice low. “You okay?”

He shrugged, still looking down. “My arm’s killing me. Everything else is... I don’t know. Fine, I guess.”

I kept my hand lightly against his arm and closed my eyes for half a second.

God... if this is from You... please help him. And please don’t let anyone see.

The warmth moved through my palm and into his skin. I felt it pulse once, steady and warm, then slowly fade. I didn’t look at his arm. I just kept my hand there for another second or two, like nothing was happening.

When I finally pulled my hand back, the worst of the bruising had already started to fade — not completely gone, but noticeably lighter. The swelling had gone down too. He still hadn’t looked at it.

I stood up before the paramedics came back.

“Next time,” I said, keeping my tone light, “maybe just do a dance video like everyone else.”

The kid gave a weak laugh and nodded. “Yeah. Thanks, man.”

I walked away and didn’t look back.

✝

The whole walk home, my mind was spinning. I kept looking at my hands like they belonged to someone else. I had touched that kid’s arm, and something had felt... different. But I didn’t see any immediate change. Maybe nothing had happened. Maybe I was just stressed from hearing about the crash.

Every step I took made the questions louder in my head. What was that warm feeling? It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever experienced before. One second the kid had a nasty bruise forming, and then... I don’t even know. Did I actually help him? Or was I so desperate to be useful that my brain made the whole thing up? I flexed my fingers, half expecting them to glow or spark or do something crazy again, but they just looked like my normal hands — the same hands that juggle oranges to make my siblings laugh or pat backs after a bad day at school.

Fear started creeping in, slow and cold.

What if I was losing it? What if all the pressure of being “the funny one” had finally cracked something in my head?

Mom and Dad already had enough on their plate with four wild kids and work and church stuff. If I started acting strange or telling them I healed someone with a touch, they’d worry even more. Or worse — they’d think I was lying for attention.

I’m the guy who makes jokes so no one has to deal with heavy stuff. Now I might be the heavy stuff. The thought made my stomach twist.

I imagined trying to explain it and everyone looking at me like I’d gone crazy. Or what if it was real? What if I really did something impossible? Then what? Am I supposed to just keep walking around like nothing happened, cracking jokes while secretly wondering if I can fix someone’s broken leg next time?

I kicked a pebble on the sidewalk, trying to laugh at myself, but the laugh died in my throat. This wasn’t funny. Not even a little. I felt scared in a way I hadn’t since I was a little kid hiding under the covers during thunderstorms. Back then I could run to Mom or Dad. Now I felt completely alone with this secret. By the time I turned onto my street, my hands were shaking and my mind was a whirlwind of confusion and fear. I just wanted everything to go back to normal — jokes, chaos, family dinners. But deep down I knew something had shifted, and I had no idea how to handle it.

When I got home, the house was its usual lively chaos. My younger brothers and sister were running around, Mom was in the kitchen, and Dad was relaxing with his Bible. I jumped into the evening routine, helping with chores and telling jokes to keep things light, but inside I was quietly freaking out.

As soon as I stepped through the door, my youngest brother Tommy (five years old) came barreling toward me with a toy truck in his hand. “Levi! Levi! Look what I made!”

I scooped him up with a grin I didn’t fully feel. “Whoa, buddy, is that a monster truck or a spaceship? It looks fast enough to beat me in a race!”

Tommy giggled wildly. “It’s both! Vroom vroom!”

My little sister Emma, also five, toddled over holding a drawing. “Levi, tell us a joke!”

I set Tommy down and knelt to her level. “Okay, okay. Why did the tomato turn red?”

Both kids stared at me with wide eyes. “Why?” they asked in unison.

“Because it saw the salad dressing!” I said, delivering the punchline with exaggerated wide eyes.

Tommy and Emma burst into hysterical laughter, rolling on the floor like I’d told the funniest joke in the world. “Again! Again!” they begged between giggles.

Our family had always been tied to the church in one way or another. My parents met at a youth group when they were teenagers, and Sunday mornings were non-negotiable in our house. But it went deeper than that. My great-uncle, Pastor Elias, had been the one who baptized me when I was a baby. He’d always had this quiet way of looking at people like he could see straight through to whatever they were carrying. Growing up, I used to think it was just because he was old and wise. Now I wasn’t so sure. Lately, every time I thought about what was happening to me, his face was the first one that came to mind — not because I wanted to tell him, but because some part of me was afraid he’d already know.

Mom poked her head out from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. “Levi, how was school today? You’re home a little later than usual.”

I shrugged, forcing a casual tone while my mind still replayed touching the driver’s bruised arm. “School was fine, Mom. Same old stuff—tests, lockers slamming, the usual chaos. How about you? Busy day?”

She smiled tiredly but warmly. “Busy as always. I’m glad you’re home. Can you help set the table while I finish dinner?”

“Sure thing,” I said, grabbing plates.

Dad looked up from his Bible in the living room. “Levi, any big plans for the weekend? I was thinking we could all go to the park Saturday morning if the weather holds. Fly kites or kick a ball around.”

“Sounds perfect,” I replied. “Count me in. I’ll let you know if anything changes before then.”

The conversation flowed easily as I helped with chores, but inside the questions kept swirling. I laughed along with my siblings’ giggles, but part of me wondered how long I could keep pretending everything was normal.

✝

Later that night, after everyone went to bed, I slipped out to my mom’s garden. Some of the plants had been struggling for weeks. I knelt down next to the worst-looking tomato plant, the one with the brown, wilted leaves that Mom had been worried about. I whispered a quiet prayer under my breath, not really sure what I was asking for. The same warm feeling from earlier came back, soft and strange. I touched one of the drooping leaves. Nothing dramatic happened at first, but slowly the leaf started to look a little less wilted. A tiny bit of green seemed to creep back in. I sat back in the dirt, staring at my hand and then at the plant, heart pounding.

This can’t be real. But... something happened.

What am I supposed to do with this? Why me?

I felt a mix of awe, fear, and total confusion. Having something like this happen through my own hands felt completely different. I didn’t have any answers. Only floods of more questions.

And a nervous, shaky hope that maybe this wasn’t just my imagination running wild. This is really happening to me? The thought made my stomach knot.

I kept staring at that one leaf, willing it to change more, or maybe to go back to normal so I could convince myself none of this was real. But it stayed greener.

I stayed there for a long time, the cool night air brushing against my skin, trying to breathe through a newly formed tornado in my chest.

Part of me wanted to run back inside and pretend I saw nothing. Another part kept wondering if this was the start of something I wasn’t ready for.

I didn’t know it yet, but I wasn’t the only one this was happening to. Other kids in River’s Bend were waking up to their own impossible moments. But that night, it was still just me, sitting in my mom’s garden, trying to make sense of something I couldn’t explain.

I sat on the edge of my bed that night, turning my hands over in the dim light from my desk lamp. They still felt different somehow — like they remembered what they’d done even if they looked the same as always. I thought about the baby’s cries going quiet in my arms, and the way the mother had looked at me like I’d done something impossible. I didn’t know what this was. I didn’t know why it was happening to me, or what I was supposed to do with it. But for the first time, I couldn’t lie to myself anymore and call it nothing.

Something was waking up inside me. And whether I wanted it or not, it wasn’t going back to sleep.
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