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			DEDICATION

			To Cozette “Cozy”

			Auntie loves you.

		

	
		
			The Door

			Chapter 1

			“So it is contagious!” Grandma Flo clutched her necklace with a gasp.

			Jon’s father sighed. “No, Mom.”

			“But you said Eugene has it now,” pressed Grandpa Dave.

			“It’s not a sickness. It’s hereditary. They get it from my side of the family.” Mom reached for Grandma Flo’s arm, but the older woman moved her hand to pat down her short, permed hair. “We call it a gift.”

			Jonathan Reed’s grandparents were not taking the news well. Three of their five grandchildren had special perceptual gifts—at least, that was what the Society of the Perceptually Gifted called them. Jon used the word gift loosely; sometimes it felt more like a curse.

			The warm, muggy air clung to Jon’s skin as he sat with his family on his grandparents’ back porch, finishing up the peach cobbler his Grandma Flo had baked. His grandparents’ farmhouse was just as he remembered it: settled and aged into the manicured gardens that wrapped around a creaky timber porch. It wasn’t a big place, just one story, plus a loft Grandpa used for storage.

			Grandma Flo and Grandpa Dave hadn’t changed either. She was dressed in her tastefully selected sunflower muumuu, a string of pearls resting on her chest that matched her clip-on earrings. Grandpa Dave, hair slicked back with some stiff gel, sported work overalls slightly smeared with the yard project of the day.

			They were the only grandparents Jon had ever known, but they were strangers. He could count on one hand the times he’d met his grandparents in person.

			He hadn’t spent a lot of time with his grandparents for one main reason: they lived in Georgia. At one time, Georgia had felt like a long way away from his home in Florida. But after traveling to Washington State for the last two years to attend West Hills School for the Perceptually Gifted, it seemed like a short distance.

			“Oh, and look, Flo!” Grandpa Dave said. “One of the twins has glasses.”

			Franklin, Jon’s twin, blushed as he reached up and touched the frames.

			“Yes,” Dad said. “Frank got them about a month ago.”

			“And this isn’t because of his condition, is it?” Grandma Flo whispered to Dad, loud enough for everyone to hear.

			“No,” Mom said. “He is just a kid who needs glasses.”

			“Why don’t they both have them?” Grandpa Dave asked.

			“While they look similar, they are different people.”

			Jon gazed longingly at the yard, itching to get away. His grandparents lived on a thirteen-acre lot, and Grandpa had converted the old farmland into a huge walk-through garden. Wide pathways and bridges lined a forest of meticulously sculpted trees. In the back, a two-story treehouse sat perched in a massive oak, its only access point a rope ladder that climbed eight feet to a hatch in the floor. Dad and his brother, Uncle Ricky, had built it when they were kids.

			But while their grandparents’ backyard was a wonderland full of whimsical energy, his grandparents were the embodiment of stuffing too many sour candies into your mouth and then taking a sip of diet soda.

			“So, what can you do, Gene? Do you see through walls?” Grandpa Dave pursed his lips at Jon’s older brother, and Eugene’s broad shoulders shrank into the wicker bench.

			For a moment, Jon wanted to say something to make Eugene feel better but then shook his head. He would figure it out. Jon had. Well, not all of it, but enough.

			“He’s an empath just like me, Dave.” Mom’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “Eugene can sense your discomfort, so I suggest you try to make him more at ease.”

			Both grandparents nodded, their eyes shifting between each other and their “gifted” grandkids.

			You don’t want to know what they’re thinking right now. Frank telepathically pressed the words into Jon’s head. Jon did want to know—though he could guess they were not nice thoughts.

			“It’s just a lot to take in.” Grandma Flo started to pick up plates from the patio table.

			“Let me help you,” Mom said.

			“No!” The older woman swiped the plate out from under Mom’s hand. “I mean, don’t worry about it, Cecelia. I’d rather do it myself.”

			Heat hit the tips of Jon’s ears as Mom’s face fell.

			“You have to understand, son.” Grandpa Dave leaned over to their father. “We are simple, and this is complicated. Telepaths, empaths, and . . . what exactly can Jon do again?”

			“I can see the future,” Jon said, reminding his grandpa he was sitting right there. At the moment, he wished he could see himself off this porch. But his parents expected them to spend time with their grandparents before wandering the gardens.

			I know, it’s painful, Frank said to him telepathically.

			Tell me about it, Jon answered.

			Dad nudged him in the arm, as if he could tell they were conversing secretly. “Why don’t you kids go play?”

			Jon didn’t need to be asked twice.

			“Yes!” Their younger brother, Peter, ran down the long stone path from the back porch. “Come on, Clara!”

			“Wait, Pete!” She hopped along the garden stones one foot at a time, chasing a butterfly into the rows of azaleas. Jon’s younger siblings seemed happy enough—carefree and lighthearted. They didn’t have to worry about the sour faces and snide comments of their grandparents.

			Jon caught a short glimpse of Eugene’s defeated form as he walked to the river on his own.

			“Should we follow him?” Frank asked.

			“What for?”

			“To check on him?”

			“Nah, he’ll be fine.” Jon tugged on his brother’s shirt. “Let’s get out of here.”

			

			He led them toward the orchards, where branches of fresh apples and ripe peaches hung heavy over the walkways, close enough to grab. But his twin stared at the ground as they walked, his toe nudging a pebble along their route.

			“What’s wrong?” Jon asked. “I’m not the mind reader. You’ll have to tell me the old-fashioned way.”

			Frank pushed his new glasses up his nose a bit. They made him look older than twelve. Rectangular and black, the frames hit the edges of his face before disappearing into his red hair. “You know, I’m starting to get the hang of controlling my gift. I can stop worrying about all the voices at the mall or the movie theater. I’m pretty darn good at isolating one mind at a time. I think Professor Owens would be impressed with my progress.”

			“That’s good, Franky,” Jon said with a little jealousy. Controlling one’s gift felt like a never-ending journey, and he was nowhere near controlling his nightmare visions.

			“Yeah, it’s all good and fine until you hear things like ‘Why haven’t they found a cure yet? Should I be concerned to have them in my house? If only I’d known this before Harvey met her. What has she done to my grandkids?’ That is what they think about us, and it’s just . . .” Frank sighed.

			“Just what?”

			“Just depressing. Mom, Dad, and everyone at school . . . well, they accept us for who we are. I almost forgot that we’re still a secret to the rest of the world. That maybe . . .”

			“Yeah?”

			“That maybe some of our family might be ashamed of us or worse.” Frank glanced over his shoulder as if they could hear him. “They’re scared of us. Don’t even want us in their house. It just makes me so angry.”

			It made Jon angry too. And he understood it more than Frank. At school there were other telepaths, but there were no other kids like Jon. In fact, barely anyone like him existed. He was the only oracle in the whole world besides his mentor, Liam McClery.

			People fear what they don’t understand, McClery told him his first year.

			“Come on, we don’t need them. How often do we see them anyway? Besides, they can’t even tell us apart.” Jon shared a smirk with his brother. He didn’t need to tell him how disheartened he felt to hear what their grandparents actually thought. What came out of their mouths was hard enough to listen to.

			His twin blew out a shaky breath. “After everything that happened last year, I worry that maybe they should be afraid of us.”

			“What do you mean?” But Jon knew exactly what Frank was talking about.

			Last year, Dr. Markovic, an archaeologist, brought artifacts to West Hills that put the whole school in danger. Frank had almost been possessed by the ancient Arkaim tablets Dr. Markovic made him use.

			“Look at what we can do,” Frank said. “Read minds, see the future, change emotions. I’m just grateful we can’t have more than one gift. When I connected to those tablets, it felt like I could do all those things. It’s no wonder they’re scared.”

			Jon’s eyes widened. “I thought you didn’t remember it.”

			“I don’t.” His brother bit his lip. “But the feelings are still there. Sometimes there are bits and pieces, but the feeling, well . . . that has never gone away.”

			Jon didn’t know what to say. The event had changed them both. He often thought about the last two years at West Hills. Everyone said you could have only one gift, but Jon had seen that statement contradicted not once but three times. Dr. Markovic and Frank—both telepaths—had used telekinesis during the incident last year. And Mr. Thurman, the psychic man who stole the Guardian of Whispers in Jon’s first year, also used telekinesis.

			If someone could have more than one gift, then why did so many people say the opposite? What were they trying to hide?

			“I guess it’s better we know what they think of us.” Frank flashed him a small smile.

			“Who?” Jon said.

			“Grandpa Dave and Grandma Flo?”

			“Oh, yes, sorry.” Jon’s head was in so many places he’d forgotten what they were talking about. “It’s always good to know. Then you can decide who to trust.”

			Even though his brother nodded in agreement, Jon noticed his fists were still clenched at his sides, the knuckles white. Jon pressed his lips together, remembering that night and those golden eyes—the gold that had replaced his brother’s blue. The terrifying memory still lurked in the back of his mind.

			“Come on. Let’s find that old treehouse. I bet Peter has beat us to it,” he said.
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			Franklin wasn’t surprised to find Eugene fast asleep when they climbed into their grandparents’ loft. He looked huge on the small air mattress Grandpa Dave had put out. During the last year, Genie’s stocky form had evolved to the build of a football linebacker. It seemed all he did these days was eat and sleep. By his fifteenth birthday he’d reached almost six feet, and his shoulders had doubled in size. Mom said he was still growing too.

			Peter, stuck sharing a bed with Eugene, clung to the edge of the mattress and moved one of the older boy’s arms to give him more room.

			Frank’s own air mattress bounced as he slipped into bed next to a snoring Jon. His twin had fallen asleep as soon as he snuggled into a pillow, but Frank needed time for his nightly meditation.

			Making his mind quiet required turning off one voice at a time. Visualization made the process easy—something Professor Owens had instilled in him the first year of school.

			Choose an image for your mind. A place to sort things, arrange things, a working space for controlling your thoughts, Owens had said. A visualization may feel strange at first, but I guarantee it will get easier with practice.

			According to Owens, everything got easier with practice. And the man was not wrong.

			Frank had chosen an old house for his visualization—one of those old houses that contained an endless assortment of secret passages and hidden rooms. Closing his eyes, he envisioned a long hallway lined with several open doors. Soft lights and mumbling voices snuck out into the darkened hall. In his mind, he didn’t walk but floated, not bodiless but not physical either. Like a ghost.

			Beyond the first door in the hall, he found his little sister, Clara. She rocked back and forth on her heels as she tried to convince a giant butterfly to grab candies from Grandpa Dave’s stash on top of the hutch in the dining room. Frank reached around the doorframe and turned off the light. The room went dark, the images of Clara’s thoughts snuffed out like a candle.

			Next came Eugene. His older brother was bent over a video game controller and yelling into his headset. Frank couldn’t make out the words, but it appeared Eugene’s game character was stuck in an alcove, running in circles. Frank flipped the light switch just as Genie threw the controller on the ground.

			The next door was locked, and no light seeped from beneath it. Frank eyed it with a shiver. Professor Mortensen closed it last spring, protection for Frank after his incident with the Arkaim artifacts.

			Mortensen called it forced shielding. And it worked too. Now every time he visualized, he couldn’t help checking the door to confirm—with relief—it was still closed, although he’d occasionally see wisps of gray shadows flicker out of a crack.

			He flipped the switch off in Peter’s room while his younger brother categorized books in a library. Jon’s room contained lush green grass and a soccer goal in the corner. Frank turned off the light after watching his brother score.

			

			The visualization process felt more controlled than before, and not necessarily thanks to his education at West Hills. He’d had better control over his telepathy ever since connecting with the tablets—a positive side effect of the horrible experience.

			But there were other side effects.

			Glasses, for one.

			Frank’s annual eye exam had surprised him. He’d never needed glasses before, and he hadn’t noticed his vision getting worse. The doctor said it was normal; eyesight can change. For other kids, perhaps this was normal. But he wasn’t like other kids. Something had happened to his eyes last spring when he touched the tablets. Jon said they turned golden, but Frank didn’t remember that. He remembered very little of what happened. Most of what he knew came from his brother’s account of events.

			Picking out glasses had felt like choosing another identity. His brother tried to help by modeling the frames on himself.

			“Don’t look in the mirror, Franky. Look at me. What do you think?” Jon slammed on a pair of oval frames and strutted around the store making superhero poses.

			The antics made him laugh, but even though they were identical twins, Frank wasn’t Jon. He felt different in the frames than his well-meaning brother.

			He chose a pair of black frames—rectangular and not too thick—with lime green on the inside that reminded him of Green Hawk, his favorite superhero.

			The visualized hallway shook and began to fade. Frank reminded himself to concentrate to keep the images alive, but mumbling sounds in the real world pulled him back to the loft.

			

			Eugene’s sleeping form tossed and turned, bouncing Peter off the air mattress.

			“Ow!” Pete cried and tried to climb back on.

			The older boy clenched his fists around the handmade quilt, the stardust stone pendant sliding down his chest. A minute or so later, Eugene was snoring again with a disgruntled Peter beside him.

			It would be tough for his older brother this year. He’d gotten his ability late compared to most students. Five years late, to be exact. Frank couldn’t imagine trying to catch up on all those missing gifts lessons at West Hills.

			What would it be like with all three of them attending? All summer, Mom had helped Eugene with his outbursts of fear, sadness, and rage. He even took tutoring lessons with a local empath during the day. But even with the stardust stone, Eugene’s control was unpredictable. At times he’d thrown things against walls or hidden away from something no one else could see.

			Maybe Frank could read Genie’s mind. Just a little bit. It was frowned upon, peeking into people’s minds without their permission, but he sometimes bent the rules when it came to his family.

			With one last glance at Eugene, he decided against it. He didn’t want to redo his visualizations.

			Instead, he fell asleep to the dull murmuring of minds and the image of a closed door with gray wisps licking at the crack.

		

	
		
			The High Council

			Chapter 2

			Unknown: They’re keeping secrets.

			Jon kept staring at the text message. For the last hour, he’d sat at his family’s kitchen table with his thumb hovering over the text box. He’d tried to type a response over a dozen times but never pressed send: Who is keeping secrets? How did you get this number? Do you have the wrong number?

			At last, he typed in the question he really wanted answered.

			Who is this?

			Then his thumb hovered over the send button again.

			Mira: When’s your plane landing?

			As soon as the new message notification popped up, Jon switched over.

			Jon: We’ll be there at 2pmish.

			Frank: Should we meet at the you know where?

			Mira: Yes. <3 Wear your boots. It’s muddy!

			A smile crept onto his face as he tucked his phone into his pocket. He was going back to West Hills tomorrow—the only place in the world he felt like himself. Or the closest thing to himself, anyway.

			I’m not sure I’m ready for the cold weather again—Frank’s words popped into his head.

			We’ll get used to it. We always do.

			Frank used telepathic communication with him most of the time now, opening a “link” to make it easier to push thoughts back and forth. The only issue was sometimes Frank didn’t let him know when they were linked.

			“Oh, sorry, forgot to ask permission again,” Frank whispered next to him. “Sometimes it feels like your thoughts and mine are so entwined it confuses me. It’s so natural to connect to you.”

			“Boys!” Dad called from downstairs. When they joined him, he pulled out three envelopes and handed them over. “Your mom gave me these before she left for work. They’re from school.”

			“Mine looks thicker than yours.” Eugene ripped his envelope open.

			Jon’s was addressed to Mr. Jonathan Reed, and a Tibel—the symbol for West Hills school—adorned the back. It contained two pieces of paper. One was a letter from the school board.

			Dear guardians and students,

			This year the High Council of the Perceptually Gifted has expressed a desire to be more involved with West Hills. Therefore, the school has adopted several new initiatives.

			The West Hills School Board welcomes the support and guidance of the High Council. This new collaboration will help improve campus safety, refine emergency procedures, and streamline school processes. Parents and guardians will have the opportunity to meet council members both in person and virtually.

			With this newly formed relationship with Unity City officials, students in grades 7–12 will be allowed special visitation to the city’s capitol building if given guardian approval. Attached is the appropriate permission slip that guardians will need to sign for this exciting opportunity.

			We look forward to a great year!

			West Hills School Board

			“Looks like there are going to be some changes this year,” Dad said as he read over Jon’s shoulder. “Good.”

			“What is this?” Eugene handed a packet of pages to their dad.

			“Hmm . . . to me it looks like a personality test. I think it’s for placing you in your house.”

			“Really? I never did that.” Jon tried to grab the pages, but Eugene swiped them out of reach.

			“We didn’t have time,” Frank reminded him. “They just found room for us. Last-minute enrollment, remember?” He stacked the permission slips for Dad to sign. “I wonder where we would have been placed if we’d taken the test.”

			“Aries, of course.” Jon hated the idea that they would have been placed anywhere else. Aries was where he belonged.

			“Could you . . .” Eugene chewed his lower lip. “I mean, would you tell me more about the school?”

			He’d never asked the twins about West Hills before. For weeks, Eugene had avoided the topic, even walking away when they brought it up.

			Everything in him wanted to tell Genie about how cool West Hills was. He wanted to talk about the opening ceremony, gifts classes, and the secret trails and buildings they could explore. But another part of him, the ugly part, figured Eugene would find out for himself. Jon didn’t get any hand-holding when he started at West Hills.

			“Are there other late students like me?” Eugene folded and unfolded his personality test.

			“None that I know of. I never paid attention. I don’t think it’s very common though,” Jon said.

			“Do you know if I’ll be in classes with the younger students?”

			“Not all the time,” Frank said. “Gifts classes on Fridays have all grades in them. Regular classes—like English, math, and science—should be the same grade level you’re in now.”

			Eugene nodded, but his hands shook as he touched the stardust stone on his neck. “I’m going for a walk.”

			And he took off toward the back door.

			“Give him some time,” Dad said. “This is a lot to take in. Remember what it was like for you to travel across the country away from all your friends and schoolmates. Plus, it will be harder for him since he’s so far behind everyone.”

			Harder? Jon huffed. He was the only oracle student in the whole school. There were dozens of empathy students. Eugene would have it easy. Besides, high schoolers weren’t afraid of anything, right?

			The door to the kitchen swung open, and a humming Aunt Gladys strolled in. She pulled a pair of white gloves over her wrinkled hands and then patted her curled, newly dyed brown hair.

			Dad raised his eyebrows. “Where are you going?”

			“I have a date.” Aunt Gladys reached for her powdered-rose clutch on the side table and inspected its contents. “Does that surprise you?”

			“A date!” Jon’s mouth fell open.

			“Now, don’t be so shocked.” She put her hands on her waist, the way she always did when chastising them.

			“I am shocked,” Dad said. “I didn’t know you were looking to date anyone.”

			“I’m not too old,” she huffed, and then her face became unsure. “You think?”

			Dad grabbed her hands, rubbing his thumbs over her gloved knuckles. “Of course not. I’m just surprised. Tell me about your date.”

			“I’m not telling you a thing.” She pulled her hands back playfully. “Besides, it’s only the first date. He’ll be out of town for a while, so we’re trying to squeeze some time in. I’ll tell ya more later . . . that is, if I like him.”

			“All right then. Have fun and be safe, Glady.” Dad kissed her cheek.

			“I will be.” She blew a kiss to the twins before giving a little wave goodbye. Jon had never seen her so giddy.

			“Well, I’ll be.” Dad smirked. “When you think you know someone, huh, boys? I don’t know why she’s embarrassed. We all know it’s probably Dr. Harrison with the way those two flirt.”
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			Professor Yang greeted them at the school curb as Frank jumped out of the car.

			“Welcome back, boys, and a warm welcome to Cecelia and Eugene.” She beamed. “Eugene, you’ll be happy to know we have another student around your age who is joining us for the first time too.”

			“See! You won’t be alone.” Mom rubbed his back at the news.

			Frank sighed in relief. It had been hard watching Jon be the only oracle at school. At least his older brother would have someone to relate to.

			Eugene’s eyes widened when Yang floated their luggage out of the van with a wave of her wrist. “You’re . . . you’re . . .”

			“Telekinetic? I know. Pretty cool, huh? Oh, I almost forgot!” She reached into her pocket, pulled out a white envelope, and passed it to Eugene. “The results of your personality test. Ta-da! At the opening ceremonies, you will have an official welcome. In the meantime, we’ll take your luggage to your new house.”

			“What house did you get?” Jon asked. “Wait, don’t tell me. I want to guess.” He listed off a few, and Eugene kept shaking his head as he scanned the note.

			“It’s Scorpio.” He flipped the paper over to show them.

			“Oh, that makes sense,” Frank said.

			Eugene’s eyes narrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			“He means they’re always looking for a fight—Ow!” Jon yelped as Frank elbowed him in the shoulder.

			

			“Ahem!” Yang cleared her throat. “Scorpio is a strong house, Eugene. They are devoted, loyal, and passionate. Your house teacher is Professor Owens. I think you were well placed. Right, boys?”

			The twins nodded, and Mom laughed.

			“Jon! Frank!” a voice yelled from across the yard. The boys turned as a girl launched herself at them, swinging her arms around their shoulders.

			“Mira!” Frank groaned under the pressure.

			“Missed us, huh?” Jon winked.

			“It’s so boring up here when everyone is gone. My dad had to come to the school at least once a month, and it was so empty.” Mira’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Like a ghost town.”

			The boys rolled their trunks out of hearing range of their family and Professor Yang.

			“Mira, tell us what you know about this High Council.” Frank had wanted to ask the question the moment he read the letter from the school.

			“What do you mean?” Mira bit her lip, but with a twin blocking her on each side, she couldn’t dodge the subject.

			“Yeah, spill!” Jon poked her.

			“Hey! All right. I may know something . . .” They stopped at Aries house, and she leaned in. “Meet me in the Secret Valley in two hours.”

			The boys agreed and dragged their luggage up the worn wooden porch and into the house.

			“The Reed twins are here!” a younger kid said. “And one has glasses!”

			

			“Oh, yay, we’ve been announced,” Frank muttered.

			They dropped their trunks off upstairs in the seventh-grade room, taking the top bunks out of habit. Another trunk sat next to a bottom bunk, and Frank recognized it as Nathan’s; a stack of books already lay scattered across the bedspread.

			Before going to meet Mira, the boys headed to Scorpio house to say goodbye to their mother.

			“There you are.” Mom smiled.

			Eugene stood awkwardly next to Professor Owens on the porch.

			“Cecelia, don’t forget my suggestion.” Owens nodded at her.

			“I won’t. Thank you.”

			A few yards away, a taxi sat waiting for Mom in the school driveway. Jon and Frank trailed after her as she slid into the back seat.

			“I have some people to meet with while I’m up here,” she told them, “but I’m counting on you boys to be good. No getting into trouble.”

			A sly smile worked its way onto Jon’s face.

			“I mean it.” Mom gave them one last stern look-over. “Please look out for each other. It’s been an interesting two years. Let’s keep this one less interesting.”

			Before the taxi even pulled out of the driveway, Jon was tugging Frank away. “We’ll be seeing you, Genie! Enjoy your new digs,” he called over his shoulder.

			Once they started walking through the woods and no one could see or hear them, Frank nudged his brother. “Do you think we should have helped Genie settle in a bit?”

			

			Jon dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “Do you want to know what Mira has to say or not? It isn’t like we’re ever going to give him a tour of the Secret Valley. This is our hideout. No sour booger-nose Genies allowed.”

			As they reached the ridge, Frank was reminded why the Secret Valley was secret. The view of the mountains and the rows of trees leading down into the valley took his breath away every time. At the bottom, surrounded by moss-covered steppingstones, sat the giant statue. The man’s outstretched hands always appeared to welcome them back like old friends.

			The slide tarp Mira had made was dry compared to the muddy ground, which made for a sloshy fall at the bottom. Thank goodness Mira reminded them about the boots.

			She waved from her seat against the statue’s foot, where the stone hand covered the ground like a roof and kept it dry. Her hair was bundled up into a burnt-orange beanie with a few brown curls peeking out onto her face. It looked cute. Frank blushed as he caught himself noticing.

			“Sometimes I forget how cool that walk is.” He slunk down next to her. “Every year we gotta clean up all the overgrown plants, but this year wasn’t so bad.”

			“I’ve kinda kept up with it, since I’ve been here so much this summer. Actually, there was something about this summer I wanted to tell you—”

			“Stop stalling,” Jon cut her off. Frank winced at the glare she gave him.

			“Fine.” She leaned back against the stone statue. “I’ll admit I don’t know much, but I do know the High Council was not happy about how things were handled last year, with the sickness and Dr. Markovic and everything.”

			Something hard hit Frank’s stomach at the name.

			“What is this High Council?” Jon asked.

			“They’re like the elected government for our society. They write laws, hold court over society issues, select the school board.”

			“They’re in charge of gifted
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