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CHAPTER ONE
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I’m a geek. Can’t help it. Books are my jam.

Hell, I even think as if I’m reading. The words of my life’s narrative scroll through my head like my brain is a page in some twisted journal of my awkward existence.

It’s easier to breathe spending time with rectangular prismatic worlds in the library surrounded by its sun-faded seventies-green walls and mildew-scented carpet. The lure of hiding from my reality in a story is what brings me here on the last day of summer break—that and avoiding my best friend Iggy’s plan to chase girls. Again.

(Note to self: Books don’t have legs, so they can’t run away. They also can’t laugh at the geek trying to ask for their phone number.)

I carry the small stack of books in my hands to the circulation desk where the librarian sits on her rickety stool.

“Hey, Mrs. Locke. Just turning these back in.” I set the books on the counter.

“Already, Zaidyn?” She leans her elbows on the counter and her chair creaks. “Didn’t you check them out two days ago?”

I shrug and glance at her seat. It’s a good thing she’s little. Her crappy chair would break and dump a bigger person on the floor.

“You know me. I read fast.” And I have no social life.

“I’ll have to check them in later. The system isn’t working right now anyway.”

“When is it working?” I pick the books back up and shake my head. “The internet has never worked well here.”

“Nope,” she says. “With the bad wiring, there’s not much we can do about it. But the city has a possible plan to build a new library.”

“That’d be cool.” My parents have talked a little about this at home because their realty office represents the people who own the land for the proposal. But according to them, everything has stalled. Not sure why.

“That is if the city council gets off their behinds and move the project forward.” She snorts. “But I’m not holding my breath. They may never get it going.”

“I hope they do. We need it.” Spoken like a true book nerd. I take my books and set them on the return cart. “I’ll put these back for you, too.”

Mrs. Locke raises her eyebrows. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I don’t mind. It’s too hot to go outside and at least the air conditioning works here.” And it’s not like I have anything better to do.

“Thanks, Zaidyn. You’ll save my knees from the stress of climbing the ladder.” She tucks a flyaway strand of her salt and pepper hair behind her ear and laughs. “As much as you’ve grown this summer, I’ll bet you can reach the top shelves without it now. I swear you shot up at least twelve inches. What did you do, take a magic potion?”

“Yeah. Something like that.” I rub the back of my neck with my hand, turning away before she can see the redness I know creeps across my face. Everyone comments on my unexplained growth spurt this summer. Mostly with jokes about puberty being better late than never. Typical. My geekiness is unlimited. 

And it is too late. Outside I’m six-foot-one and a hundred and eighty pounds of new muscle. Inside, I’m still a five-foot-eight hundred and fifty-pound book worm everyone comes to for help with their homework—or to make fun of so they can feel better about themselves.

I push the metal cart toward the bookshelves and wince at the loud squeaks coming from the wheels. A couple of older men read at the shabby tables and one mom tries to entertain her two young kids in the small children’s section to the left of the adult shelves. But the tomb-like silence of the library magnifies the squeaking. The kids even stop climbing on the couch, cover their ears with their hands, and look at me like quiet dude.

Grabbing the first book, I check the spine for the Dewey number to get started. Shelving books is boring, but I know where most of them go and move fast. Besides, it beats doing whatever embarrassing thing Ig has planned for me. 

Iggy’s preoccupation with my sex life—or lack of sex life—increases the closer we get to the end of summer. Even for a best friend, that’s weird. Good thing he doesn’t know who I really like. The damage he’d do with that information could lead to catastrophic embarrassment.

One book left. I pick it up and cross to the correct shelf, checking the numbers. Top shelf. Time to test Mrs. Locke’s theory.

I glance around to make sure she isn’t watching me, but she’s tapping away on her computer keyboard, probably trying to get the internet to work. Lifting the book, I frown. Despite my height, I can’t reach the top without standing on my toes and stretching my arm as far as it goes. Even then, it’s still a little out of reach. 

I’m about to give up and go get the step ladder but then I rise. The resistance of the carpet against my toes is gone and I drop the book, slamming my chest into the shelf. Books rain down onto the floor and my feet, which are definitely on the worn carpet now. With my head spinning, I rub my temples with my fingertips.

What the hell? Did I have a stroke?  

“Dude, I knew I’d find you here.”

Jerking around, I face Iggy and back into the shelf again. More books fall.

“Jeez, Ig.” I wave a hand at the shhh from the old man reading at the nearest table and lower my voice. “You scared the crap out of me. How about a little warning next time?”

Iggy raises one blond eyebrow. “This is how you want to spend the last day of summer vacation? I thought we were going to hang out at Northside?”

Taking a deep breath to stall, I mentally run through the stroke test. My face isn’t numb, and I didn’t slur talking to Ig. Stretching them overhead, my arms raise equally. I tripped, that’s why I fell into the shelves. How the hell could I float off the ground? Sheesh.

(Note to self: Check out a book on neuroticism because you have issues.)

Squatting to pick up the books, I whisper to Iggy. “Eating ice cream isn’t what you had planned, and you know it. Besides, my parents need me to come into their office and work for a few hours.” Not true but it sounds legit. I work there often enough.

“That’s bullshit and you know it. C’mon.” His blue eyes crinkle with his grin. “I’ll help you pick up then let’s get out of here.”

“Why?” I place a book on the shelf and pick up another. “So you can embarrass me?”

“Ugh, dude.” Iggy holds a hand over his heart. “I never try to embarrass you.”

“And yet you succeed.” I hand him a stack of books. “Make sure they are in the right order.”

“What are you afraid of, Zaidyn?” He takes the books and chuckles. “If things work out, you could start our senior year as a real man.”

“Whatever, jerk.”

“Wussy.”

“Takes one to know one.” I look down and reach for another book, but they’re already on the shelf. 

Iggy tilts his head toward them. “Let’s go.”

“How did you...?” He must have stuck the books on the shelf without ordering them. Checking the numbers, I frown. They’re all in the correct place.

“I’m good with my hands,” Iggy says. “The ladies love that. Ice cream. Now. I’m hungry.”

He steps away and heads for the door. I run through the stroke test again because either I had an embolism or Iggy knows how to stop time. I glance at the orderly books and shake my head. Imagination again, I guess.

Iggy waits for me outside on the front steps of the library. I push open the door and groan as a wave of moist heat hits me, instantly making my skin damp and sticky. I squint against the bright sunshine.

It’s hotter than Satan’s butt crack in August, but Iggy isn’t sweating. He never sweats. His spiked blond hair is always perfect, his GQ clothes never wrinkled and a perfect fit for his six-foot muscled frame. Always cool and collected, like he made a deal with the devil to look good and avoid the effects of the heat. 

He points at my Honda Civic shining in the sun. “You drive. Dad didn’t have any red sports cars at his lot.”

“God forbid you have to drive a blue one. How did you get here?

“Dad dropped me off on his way back to the dealership.”

Reaching into my pocket I pull out my key. “You buy the ice cream since I have to pay for the gas.”

“Deal,” he says, and we get into my car.

I pull onto the main road and Iggy turns the radio to his favorite station. Some pop-rock-rap song plays, and I fight the urge to roll my eyes while he sings along, dancing in his seat. Iggy and I have been best friends forever, but we’re more like that old sitcom the Odd Couple than Chandler and Joey.

Of course, I don’t fit in with anyone my age. An old soul as my mom likes to call me. We pass the boarded-up half-finished strip mall. That’s me, a new shopping mall going up at the height of an online shopping era. Always a bit off.

Kids from school swarm the outside patio at Northside Dairy. One last day of freedom brings everyone to the hot spot in our little town. This won’t end well. Adding me to large groups of people is a recipe for disaster. And I’m already... off after whatever happened at the library.

“Maybe we—”

“No way, dude.” Iggy unhooks his seatbelt. “Let me out. I’ll order while you park. You aren’t getting out of this.”

I roll my eyes but stop near the ordering line. “I want—”

“I know. The usual. Turtle sundae, plastic cup, not a gluten-filled waffle cone.” Iggy opens the door waving at the immediate flood of greetings. 

The usual. Yeah. Good old boring me.

By the time I circle the lot and park, I find Iggy sitting with his cone and a few people from school at one of the cement picnic tables situated under the twenty-five-foot umbrella that shades the patio. 

I slide onto the bench next to him and grab the turtle sundae Iggy pushes toward me on the table. Nobody acknowledges me—except for a few pity grins. I busy myself with my sundae, wiping the sweat from my forehead with a swipe of my hand.

The icy vanilla-chocolate-caramel mixture freezes my tongue, and the view freezes my body. Piper Duke turns away from the walk-up window with her order.

(Note to self: Staring at Piper while she eats makes you look like a creeper.) 

Like everyone else, I ignore my words. At least she doesn’t notice me staring. Heart pounding in my throat, I watch her cross the dusty gravel lot to her used Toyota, a huge ice cream cone in one hand, a divided drink carrier of milkshakes and her keys balanced in the other. She licks the chocolate as she walks and my hand freezes in place halfway to my mouth. 

Fumbling with her keys, she bobbles the cone for a moment, steadying it and the cardboard carrier before they fall to the ground. She widens her eyes, sighing, and I snort a soft laugh. 

The sun burns the skin on the back of my neck, and I ease the heat with a swipe of my hand. Piper’s dark ponytail waves behind her like a flag, glinting almost blue in the light and commanding my attention. Like I need a reason to look at her. I clutch my icy sundae cup, imagining what would happen if I walked over and offered to help her. 

Not that I have the balls to do that.

It’s too late anyway. She balances her cone, then sets the shakes on top of her car, leaving me with that familiar swooping-gut from another missed opportunity.  

Chomping my pecans, I stir the mush at the bottom of my cup and sneak another peek at Piper. She spins her cone in front of her mouth and traces the side of the melting ice cream with her tongue.

Did the temperature go up? I exhale. For a moment my head spins then it happens again, that disembodied feeling, and my cup falls... up. For one heart-stopping second, it hovers above my still curved fingers. The next second, it’s back in my hand and I jerk, spilling ice cream on my shorts.

(Note to self: Stroke or out of body experience?)

Iggy kicks my foot. “Dude, you still with me?”

Hands shaking, I toss my cup into the trash can next to the bench where we sit. What the hell is happening to me?

“Sorry, I, uh, spaced out for a sec.” Understatement of the century.

“Whatever.” Iggy glances from me to Piper with a grin I’ve seen too many times. “Come on.” 

He stands and my stomach drops. “What?”

“I want to say hi to Duke.” He takes a few steps backward. “Let’s go.”

Oh crap.

“Why?” I try to act cool, but I stand and slam my knee into the picnic bench in front of me. Pain shoots through my leg, distracting me from the freakish event still flooding my head.

Iggy lifts blond eyebrows over his too-innocent blue eyes. “Just being friendly.”

“No, Iggy...” He turns toward Piper, and I swallow, bracing myself for another one of Iggy’s set-my-nerdy-BFF-up-with-a-girl-out-of-his-league plans. As I’ve never been on a date, his plans obviously don’t work. My heart pounds in my ears and I didn’t think it possible to sweat more, but someone can ride a canoe down my spine. 

Iggy points at my head. “Better pat that crap down. How can you have static in your hair when it’s this humid?”

“Special talent I guess.” I run a hand through my hair.

Following Iggy, tightness settles around my ribs. Any second, I’ll split open like some weird snake shedding its scaly carcass. That’s sure to catch Piper’s attention.

(Note to self: Quit watching B-rated horror movies in the middle of the night when you can’t sleep.)

“Hey, Duke,” Iggy calls out, walking toward her. She salutes him with her cone.

Iggy makes life look so easy. He’s smart, but nobody thinks of Iggy as the nerdy kid. He talks to everyone and they listen—the jocks, the brains, the potheads, even the teachers. He doesn’t belong to one group; he fits into them all. 

Nobody listens to me. I’m the Watson to his Holmes. The Samwise to his Frodo. The Sheldon to his Leonard. I’m side-kick material, and he’s the blond-haired blue-eyed hero all the way.

We stop next to the two-foot brick wall separating the patio from the parking lot. The pecans from my sundae squirm like cockroaches in my gut. 

“Hey, Iggy. How was summer? Hot enough for you?”

“Always. What’s up?” 

“Same old thing,” Piper says. Her gray eyes settle on me. “Hi, Zaidyn. You look... different.”

It’s ninety-five degrees, but her gaze, and the fact that it’s on me for once, sends shivers down my back. I open my mouth to answer but nothing comes out. My head pounds with the beat of a drummed death toll. Iggy bails me out. Again. 

“Yeah,” he says. “He took a magic potion and grew half a foot this summer. Never thought I’d have to look up to him.”

They laugh, and I suck in a deep breath, trying to tame the restless pecans.

I catch Iggy’s smile from the corner of my eye and fight the urge to throat punch him. Piper shifts from one foot to the other. She looks at me and raises her eyebrow. 

“Looking forward to school, Duke?” Iggy asks.

“Sure.” Piper raises a fist in a mock cheer. “Ready to get back to higher education.” 

“Spoken like a true teacher’s kid.” Iggy laughs, pointing to the shakes. “Drowning your sorrows in ice cream tonight?”

“No,” Piper wipes her forehead with the back of her hand. “Student council is meeting. I’m trying to convince them we need to institute a mandatory recycling program at school, but negotiations have stalled. Everyone wanted a sugar break.”

Piper’s motto; always looking out for the environment. Her dedication is one of the things I like about her. And her face. And her body, but those are bonuses to her personality. 

“Got plans for tonight? I hear Melody is having a back-to-school bonfire.” He jerks his head toward me. “We can pick you up.”

Her eyes widen a little and my already hot face explodes with heat. Really? What, is he my dad setting up a playdate?

(Note to self: Operation Embarrass Zaidyn complete.)

“Thanks, but uhm... I can’t.” I cross my arms over my chest and rock back on my heels. “I’ve gotta get home early tonight. My mom said she needed my help for something.”

It’s kind of true. Mom always makes a back-to-school-meal. She says it’s for me, but I think it’s to make herself believe that I’m not growing up and still like to play with Matchbox cars and Legos. Not that I’d tell Iggy that. He gives me enough crap about being a mama’s boy already.

“Yeah, same here.” Piper’s face turns red. “I-I mean I’ve got stuff to do. Anyway, the shakes are melting. See ya at school tomorrow.”

Piper frowns, darting her gaze at me. I twitch my lips, but she’s already getting into her car.

Iggy sighs as she drives away. “What was that? I set you up perfectly.”

“Set me up for what? Looking like an idiot who needs his friend to do all the talking?”

He laughs. “No, for you to make a move and get your game on. Never know. You could have been making out around the fire later. Or more.”

“Is sex all you think about?” We head for my car. He probably thinks I’m sabotaging him. But too many failed missions have eliminated my ability to feel guilty. Iggy will get over it. “I’m not just after sex.”

“You’re such a liar.” Iggy laughs. “You’re afraid to get laid.” 

“Not every guy just wants to get laid.” 

“Yes, they do. They just don’t want to admit it because they think it makes them look like a pig.” 

“Well, sorry.” I click the locks to my Civic. “I don’t want to look like a pig.”

The inside of my car feels like Satan’s butt crack. I turn the key and crank the air-conditioning on the highest fan setting, angling the vents toward my dripping face. 

Iggy adjusts his sunglasses. Leaning his elbow on the passenger door, he clicks his tongue. 

“Someday you’ll change your mind. When the right girl comes along and juices you up. Here.” He grabs my wallet from the cup holder in the console and tucks a flat, blue, square-shaped package inside—the word Trojan printed in white across the front. “Just in case. Someday even you might need it.”

He laughs and I tighten my grip on the steering wheel. 

“Jerk.”

“Wussy,” he replies, still laughing.

Gritting my teeth, I pull away from Northside and head through town toward Iggy’s house. Piper, the right girl, turns me into a freaking Mott’s Juice factory. But it doesn’t matter. She wouldn’t want me even if I grow two more feet, gain fifty pounds, and learn to fly.

***
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Later that night after a shower, I pick a Dean Koontz book from the pile on my nightstand and lean back on the feather pillow behind my head. Maybe some supernatural talking dogs will help me relax.

Ten pages in, my mind wanders to the disaster at Northside Dairy. Piper said hi and acted friendly, but I can’t forget the oh shit look on her face when Iggy suggested she hang out with us at her best friend’s party. Her wide gray eyes looking everywhere but at me, because she’s too nice to do what other girls do—laugh at the thought of hanging with me.

College may beckon with its boundless possibilities of hiding from myself because nobody will know me, but first I need to get through my last year of high school. I look different, but everything will still be the same. The same teachers. The same kids. The same bullshit. 

The weirdness at the library and my ‘floating’ sundae cup... that’s all it was. Weirdness. My weird book-brain making me think I have something special going on. 

Shaking my head, I return to my book, hoping to get lost in the story and forget about my boring life. Same old same old. 

I know better. I’m ordinary. No, worse than that—I’m stagnant. As much as I’d like it to, nothing ever changes around here. Least of all me. I drift off to sleep after a few chapters, where at least in my imagination I can soar ahead of the crowd. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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(Note to self: Not all change is good.)

I wake in the dark with the white plaster “popcorn” of my ceiling stabbing my bare back. My ceiling. I float nine feet above my bed, wearing nothing but my too-small American Eagle boxers and my messy brown hair.

Voices whisper inside my head. My parent’s voices chanting... in Latin. 

Wait. Since when do they speak Latin? The words get faster, like a wind in a storm, stirring the fear in my chest until I gasp for breath. 

Heart racing, I dig my fingertips into the plaster and stare into the darkness at my bed below. It’s like I entered The Matrix. My messed-up navy-blue comforter looks like a still life photo of a wave on the stormy ocean. Dust rains down, bringing it to life for a moment. My book lays open on the floor next to my bed where I must have dropped it when I floated– 

No. I’m not awake. I’m still dreaming. 

Closing my eyes, I try to remember my dream. That’s right, I climbed the rope in Gym class. After finally making it to the top for the first time, I had plummeted toward the floor. Only then, the gym turned into a real mountain and the rope a real cliff. The fall stretched on for hundreds of feet. In my dream I’d screamed, terrified, arms flailing like I was flying. That’s when I woke up. 

On my fucking ceiling.

No, I’m not awake. I’m NOT awake. Sucking a breath in through my clenched teeth, I nod once.

“Okay. When I open my eyes, I’ll be in bed. One, two....”

The chanting returns to my head, louder than before, followed by a surge of white-hot energy that vibrates through my bones. I picture myself like those old-time cartoons where the cat shakes hands with the mouse and gets electrocuted and you can see his skeleton through his skin. The power surges through me and at its peak, my teeth crash against each other and I drop. Hard. 

The support boards of my full-sized bed crack with a loud snap from the force of my body slamming into it. Bouncing off my mattress and onto the floor, my loud yelp is muffled by the thick gray carpet. I lay there for a minute trying to catch my breath, heart pumping fast.

The sound of feet pounding in the hall grows closer, and my bedroom door flies open. My parents run in, wide-eyed. I flip over onto my back, like lying on the floor in the middle of the night is normal.

Invisible ropes pull against me, urging me toward them. I dig my fingers into the carpet.

“Everything okay, Zaidyn?” Mom brushes her wild black hair off her face. Dad stands right behind her in his red plaid pajama pants and white sleep shirt. Light from the hall spills into the room and I squint against the brightness.

Pushing myself up, I stand next to my bed, locking my knees to keep them from shaking. Or from taking me closer.

“Uh, yeah. Bad dream I... uh... fell.” 

Not a complete lie. 

Crossing his arms, Dad leans against the doorframe, grinning at Mom like they won the lottery. “It worked this time.” 

She claps her hands together and holds them over her mouth.

“What worked?” I ask. “What are you talking about?” My breath speeds and the Latin words come back to me. My cheeks tingle as the blood drains from my heated face.

“Want to talk about your dream?” Mom walks toward me. 

(Note to self: I want to spaz out alone. I just fell off my freaking ceiling!)

“No.” I run a hand through my bed head and dust flakes off. “What is Dad talking about?”

Mom brushes pieces of ceiling off my shoulders. 

“What is this stuff?” She grabs a chunk of white plaster and frowns, lifting her gaze above our heads. “Is this from the ceiling?”

Dad’s smile grows. “You owe me ten bucks, Diana.” 

Their voices were in my head. They’re a part of... whatever this is. Goosebumps cover my body. “What’s going on?”

“Your father thinks he’s being funny.” She side-eyes him. “Must have been some dream. Why did you scream?”

Dammit. I’ve never been able to lie to my parents. Mom always seems to know when I do. She’ll stare into my eyes like she’s reading my soul and I cave. But how can I tell her this truth? I look at her and try to think of something to say that doesn’t make me sound like I need a first-class ticket to the psych ward.

“Sorry, Zaidyn,” Mom says. “I hate to do this without permission, but I need to know.”

She puts her hands on either side of my face and my body locks up. I can’t look away. Can’t blink. Can’t move. I have the distinct and highly unpleasant sensation of a finger stroking my brain. The room seems to warp and I’m back in Matrix mode again. Or maybe it’s Dr. Strange. Whatever it is, my heart has bypassed racing and gone on to heart attack mode.

The light from the hall melts into my brain then my brown eyes replace Mom’s green ones. My breath freezes like my blood and I see myself from her point of view. My short hair sticks up at odd angles, my eyes so wide my long lashes almost touch my eyebrows. Every muscle outlined on my bare chest and arms as I struggle to breathe.

(Note to self: Who the hell is she, and when the hell did I start looking like that?)

Images from being on my ceiling and my dream scroll through my mind, like I’m watching a football game replay. I fall from the cliff again and my stomach lurches until I’m gaping at Mom’s eyes again. I haven’t moved an inch. The only thing moving is my dizzy brain.

Before I can ask her what the hell is happening, her voice reaches me—inside my head.

Relax.

Oh. Sure. No big deal. It’s just my mom—crawling through my cerebrum. 

I do the opposite of relax. Every cell in my body tightens. With cold sweat coating my body, I swallow hard and instinctively push back at the finger, imagining my fist punching its tip. 

Mom releases my face, winces, and presses a hand to her temple. Finally, I can blink. Breathe. Move. I shuffle backward until I bump my heels into the wall next to my window. When did aliens replace my parents?

“Ha!” Mom widens her eyes at Dad, still rubbing her forehead. “Did you feel that power? You owe me ten dollars.” 

“He has ceiling in his hair.” Dad uncrosses his arms, shaking his head. “The Mitchell traits came out first.”

Mom laughs. Dad joins her. I scrunch my eyes.

“I’m kinda freaking out here.”

“It’s okay, honey.” Mom takes a step toward me and I press my back into the cold wall.

“Sorry, we don’t mean to be vague,” Dad says. “We’ll tell you everything.”

They smile like I won my first spelling bee or hit a home run in t-ball, not fought off my mother’s brain attack after levitating out of bed in my freaking underwear.

The magnetic pull of their nearness sets my teeth on edge and clouds my thoughts. As freaked out as I am, I want to get closer to them. 

“It’s okay.” Mom takes a step toward me and I flinch. “We unlocked your abilities.”

“Abilities? What the hell?” She moves closer and my mind says run, but I have to grab the window ledge to hold myself back from her. I shake my head. “Stay away from me.”

She frowns and stops moving. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 

“You already did.” I rub my forehead.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” Mom’s voice breaks on the last word. 

Dad steps into the room, moving to her side. “He doesn’t understand yet, honey.” 

Sure. Comfort Mom, not the son freaking out because his parents turned out to be from Pluto. 

I grab yesterday’s t-shirt from the floor at my feet. Can’t run away half-naked. They block my access to the door, so I turn my eyes to the darkened window behind me. Yanking the shirt over my head, I consider the drop to the cement patio at least twenty feet below. The steep slope to the backyard used to be my favorite part of our house, but now I wonder, will the fall break my leg or my ankle?

Keeping my eye on them, I slide on my board shorts. Not the best get-away clothes, but they’re the closest. 

Mom leans her shoulder into Dad’s side. “Zaidyn, don’t leave. Let us explain.”

She knows what I’m thinking? Chills race along the back of my neck. I glance again at the darkness outside my window. 

“What you’re feeling is normal.” Dad holds his hands out and takes a step toward me. “We need to complete the cycle.” 

I slide a step closer to the sill. “Don’t come near me. And I’m not staying here. I don’t even know who the hell you are.”

Dad follows, moving closer to me. “Nothing has changed. We’re still your parents.” 

Fire explodes in my chest. “Everything has changed. I woke up on the ceiling! Mom talked inside my head!” I rush to the window, ignoring Dad’s gasp. “And I don’t know what the hell is going on, but you are not my parents.”

Feet catching in the pile of dirty clothes on the floor, I stumble then grab the window.

“Zaidyn no!” Dad yells. He dashes toward me.

I lift the sash and tear the screen, leaping out into the muggy late summer air. Mom’s frantic scream follows me.

“Help him, Greg!”

Falling, I brace for the painful landing, covering my head with my arms and wishing I’d thought enough to go feet first. Or to leap far enough to land in our pool. 

(Note to self: Next time you want to get away fast from your freakishly warped parents, use the damn door.)

It’s like time slows to half speed. Flipping in mid-air to take the worst of the fall with my shoulders, I force my eyes open and my heart stops. Every small detail explodes in my vision. Stars glitter on the black sky. Warm humid air clams up my skin. And Dad rushes out the window toward me, his vibrant red hair almost brown in the darkness, arms spread wide, brows mashed together over his eyes.

Flying.

Flying.

I suck in a breath and throw my arms to the left, hoping to cushion my fall or block Dad from grabbing me or... something. Instead, I stop falling, and my body sails to the side, following the direction of my arms. I sail through the warm air, over the stamped concrete surrounding the bean-shaped pool, arms wind-milling like in my dream, the electric tingle of adrenaline prickling my skin. 

“What the hell?” 

Now I’m flying.

Jerking to a stop, I hover ten feet above the dark water for a moment, Dad laughing behind me. The jolt of adrenaline fades as I exhale.

“Oh shit.” 

(Note to self: Plug your nose. You’re about to get wet.)

Gasping, I drop into the water with a splash.
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: image]


The towel I’m wrapped in smells like Mom’s favorite mountain-scented fabric softener. A clean air smell drifts from the wet terry cloth, mixing with the biting scent of chlorine from the pool water in my hair. Both normal smells. Both familiar. Neither helps me relax after hearing their detailed description of what I am. 

Mom sits across from me at our kitchen table, sipping from her favorite purple coffee cup. Dad sits in the chair next to Mom. Take out the trash. Pick up your dirty underwear. Oh, by the way, you’re a wizard.

“Congratulations.” Dad toasts me with his cup. “You’ve transmogrified.” 

He slurps his coffee. The clock ticks on the wall over the counter. The refrigerator hums as the ice maker kicks on. 

And I’m a wizard. 

(Note to self: J.K. Rowling was full of crap. Finding out you’re a wizard sucks.)

“What does that mean?” More Latin?

“Changed, honey, into a wizard.” 

We sit in silence for a moment. Mom crosses her legs and kicks her foot back and forth, wiggling the table with her. Dad shakes, too, bouncing his knees. Vibrations from their movements travel through the wooden tabletop. Like they’re five and Christmas has come early.

All I want is to wake up from this weird dream, finish high school, and go away to college.

But as much as I want to argue with them, I can’t. Mom froze my body with her mind. I jumped out a window and flew. Dad flew after me. On a scale of one-to-ten, that’s enough weirdness to score a one hundred on the weird-shit-o-meter. Finding out I’m a wizard sounds less insane by comparison.

I clear my throat. “And you’re both... wizards, too.”

“Technically, women are witches.” Dad caresses Mom’s arm. “But that’s only when you’re mad, honey.”

Mom laughs and slaps his hand away. “Very funny.” 

“It’s a relief we won’t have to hide from you anymore.” Scooting his chair closer to the table, Dad says, “We thought you’d never change.”

My chest is too tight for laughing at their jokes. “If you’re both wizards, why wouldn’t I be one?” 

Mom glances at Dad over her cup and he raises an eyebrow and sips more coffee.

“Uh, sometimes the gene isn’t passed along.” Mom sets her cup on the table. 

“What if I hadn’t gotten it? What then?”

“Well,” Dad says, “we don’t want to think about that.” 

“I told your dad to be patient. You’ve always been a late bloomer. I knew you’d be okay.”

“So, if I didn’t...wiz out...I wouldn’t be okay?” It stings to know I hadn’t even fit in my own family until now. My face heats. “How late am I?” 

“It... it doesn’t matter.” Mom stares at the cup in her hands.

“That bad, huh?” I turn to Dad. He stares out the window over the sink behind my shoulder.

“Normally,” he clears his throat, “wizards transmogrify during puberty.”

“Uh, I already went through puberty.” Didn’t I? “Shouldn’t it have happened then?”

“Y-yes,” Mom says. “But everyone’s body changes at a different rate and certain hormones kick in and—"

“Stop.” I hold up a hand, the heat from my face spreading to my neck and chest. “I’m almost eighteen. You’re not giving me the birds and bees talk.”

“No, public school beat us to that.” Dad laughs, rubbing his nose with his finger. He meets Mom’s gaze and she lifts then lowers her eyebrows.

I narrow my eyes. They’ve always been terrible liars, ever since I thought I heard Santa and walked in to find them “wrestling” under a blanket on the couch one Christmas Eve when they thought I was asleep.

(Note to self: And now I have THAT image in my brain.) 

“What did you mean earlier by completing the cycle?” 

“When you’re ready,” Dad says, “we’ll finish the spell with you and your magic will be complete.”

“True magical strength comes from connecting with your family.” Mom looks at Dad and he flips his hand to hold hers on top of the table. She turns her head back to me. “With those who care about you.”

“What, no cool wand for me to wave around?” 

“We don’t need wands to do our magic,” Mom says, lifting her purple cup. “But I can dig out the Gryffindor robes you wore for Halloween in middle school if you want to look the part.” 

I shake my head and return her grin. The joke curbs my anxiety a bit, but I still fight the urge to run and hide in the woods behind our house.

“How does the bond work?” I ask, picking at the edge of the table with my thumbnail. “Is it like a giant mind-meld that sucks out my personality?”

Snorting, Dad brushes a hand through his red hair. “No, it strengthens our magic. Without it, you could still perform, but it wouldn’t be as powerful.”

“Is it permanent?”

“Yes,” Mom lays a hand on my thumb. “A family bond is forever.”

“As long as we are all still... together,” Dad added. 

Together? I glance around our kitchen and my stomach sinks. As easy as I have it here, I have plans to get out. See the world. Go where nobody knows what a book geek I’ve been my whole life.

“But what about school? College? Does this mean I can’t go? If I go away that’ll—"

Mom shook her head. “What your father means is it remains as long as we are all alive. Distance doesn’t matter.”

Good to know. The panic subsides and my guts return to their only slightly freaking out function.

“And how many times have you tried to... unlock me or whatever?”

They dart each other a glance and Dad answers. “This is the seventh time we’ve attempted the spell.”

“Seven?” Yep. A freak among freaks. “Did you randomly try, or did you have to sacrifice a virgin and wait for the full moon?”

“We watched for signs,” Dad answered with a laugh.

“Right. How did you know it would work tonight?” But I think I already know.

“You’ve changed a lot this summer,” Mom leans toward me. “We hoped that meant you were ready, and you were.”

The invisible ropes pulling me, the urge to touch them—understanding the madness makes it easier to accept, but not any easier to like. “And how does us... connecting help?”

“For one thing, it won’t hurt anymore,” Mom says. “When I touch your thoughts.”

“Yeah, that kinda sucks.” I rub my head remembering the pain I’d felt.

“Until we bond, our magic will conflict. It’s a form of magical self-defense.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s like magnets,” Dad says. “Opposites attract but trying to push two positives or two negative ends together—or in your case, two mind readers—doesn’t work. Pain is a warning, a way to protect yourself from another mind reader who may or may not be friendly.”

“Does it hurt you, Dad?”

“No. But I’m not a mind reader. Still, my magic allows me to hear her when she talks to my mind. Humans can’t do that.”

“Soooo, you could hear my thoughts before, and I didn’t even know it?” 

(Note to self: Better buy mom a big slice of kiss-ass pie to make up for what she heard.)

“No, I never listen to people without consent. It’s one of the rules,” Mom says. “Once you give consent, we can reach out to each other without pain.”

I tap my fingers on the table as I consider that. They sip their coffee as sky the lightens to purple outside the window.

“What are the limitations? What kind of magic can we do?”

“First forget everything you’ve read about wizards. We can’t do all that sorcery mumbo jumbo.” Dad stands then crosses to the coffee pot and refills his and Mom’s cups. “We can all do basic spells, but wizards have one dominant ability, which usually runs in families.”

“Mind reading,” I say. 

Dad retakes his seat. “Well, that’s, uhm... rare.”

“I’m not sure you’ll want to tell anyone about it.” Mom blinks then rubs a finger under her nose. “The magical community gets touchy about mind readers. Some aren’t as polite about it as I am.”

Great. Mind readers are the geeks of the magical community. Another place I won’t fit into.

I frown at Dad. “And you can fly.”

He shakes his head. “It’s not flying. It’s levitation.”

(Note to self: Tomato. To-mah-to. Is there a difference?)

“If wizards only have one special skill, how come I can do both?”

“Well, you, uh—"

“How many times do I have to tell you?” Mom pats my hand, laughing softly. “You’re special.”

I roll my eyes. “That’s lame. I want a real explanation.”

“How about this? We don’t know.” Dad shrugs. “Sometimes it happens. It’s rare, but it happens.”

“That’s why we had a bet.” Mom turns to Dad and lifts her chin. “Which is null.”

“He did levitate first.” He pokes Mom’s side and she laughs.

“Fine, you win.” She pats my hand with her cool fingers. “Are you okay with this?”

Does it matter? It’s not like I could say no. Change my DNA. Not be me. The tapping of Dad’s slipper heel on the tile ticks away the seconds as I bite the inside of my cheek. I know they aren’t telling me the whole truth. 

Magic isn’t something I ever expected to experience in my life, and I have no clue what is about to happen. My parents’ magic energy presses on my mind and fills our gourmet kitchen, raising the hairs on my arms. 

This isn’t something I can do alone.

I purse my lips. “How do we... connect?”

Mom uncrosses her legs, her foot slapping onto the tile as she sits straighter in her chair. She holds out her hand and Dad takes it in his. They reached for me, laying their other joined hands on the table between us.

Pausing, I frown. Strength in family. I’ve always felt that way, but this goes beyond anything I ever expected. I take their hands in mine.

Despite their obvious excitement, Mom and Dad repeat the chant from earlier in controlled voices, the same ones I heard inside my head. As they chant warmth spreads up my arms and into my chest. Closing my eyes, the surge of power I felt on the ceiling fills me again—and I lose control of my body.

Pain rips through me, my muscles tighten, my head falls back. I want to let go, but I can’t. Everything is on lockdown. Mom and Dad move though. They continue to chant, unaware of my agony. My head is ready to explode. 

The sound of their breath is a hurricane, the heat of their grip an open flame on my skin, and I swear I can smell my flesh burning. My teeth clamp down on my tongue and the coppery taste of blood fills my mouth.

Did I make a mistake trusting them? Then my pain intensifies. I try to push them away with my mind, but even it is out of my control. 

Zaidyn, you need to relax. The brush of Mom’s thoughts is like an ice pick to my brain, but I can’t even tell her to stop.

Dad must know it though because he speaks aloud. “It hurts because you’re fighting us. Please, trust us.” 

They chant again, and I release the tension one finger at a time. The pain fades a few degrees and I can open my eyes. The power flares again, this time without the burning flesh impression. It passes through my hand into Dad’s and back into me from Mom’s, repeating the process seven times.

It doesn’t hurt now that I’m committed, but it doesn’t tickle either, more like pulling out a splinter or scratching a bad itch. By the final circuit, the warmth fades and I let go. My pain is gone, my head clear, and control returns to my body. Drawing a deep breath, I fold my hands on the table and lay my head on top of them. 

“Holy crap. Please tell me that’s it.” I bounce my leg under the table, filled with pent up energy, but at the same time, my eyes feel like sandpaper. 

“That’s it.” Mom’s voice is quiet like the spell took a lot out of her.

“What?” I raise my head. She and Dad finally sit still.  “No wands with green sparks?”

“You can’t believe everything you see in the movies.” Dad chuckles. “Magic doesn’t come from a piece of wood. It comes from your body and more specifically, from our bond.”

“I know a lot of people who would get pissed off if you told them that.” We share a laugh.  I think I’m giddy that the pain has stopped. “I’ve read Harry Potter a few hundred times. Aside from not telling anyone what I am, are there other rules?”

Mom rubs her hand on Dad’s shoulder. “We need to tell you a few things.”

“Is a hairy giant going to whisk me off to a boarding school to learn spells?” That would be better than having to face my boring high school again.

“No.” Dad cocks his thick red eyebrow. “But there’s one major rule that most movies and books have gotten right.” 

I wait but he stays quiet. “Which is?”

Mom presses her lips together for a moment then looks at me. “Don’t get caught.”

“Caught doing what? Magic?”

Mom raises her watery eyes to me. “We don’t mean to scare you. We want you to understand. There is no special school or hidden world. We’re a part of this one, and we work hard to fit in. To do whatever we can to be good members of society.”

“That doesn’t sound so different from what you’ve always taught me.” I give her a real smile to stop her from crying. “Make something of myself and do the right thing. Now I have to learn how to do that without flying out of bed in my underwear.”

Mom squeezes my hand and laughs. “That’s right. And you have a lot of catching up to do.”

“Great. So, when do we get started? I guess you’ll home school me now, right?”

“You need to go to Ms. A.eschliman,” Dad says. 

“Ms. A.? The bio teacher? What does she know about us? Is she a...witch?”

I’ve heard some kids call her that, but only because they failed her tests.

“Not exactly,” Mom says biting one side of her bottom lip.

“She instructs the kids like you.” Dad drains his cup again and sets it on the table. “Go see her today as soon as you get to school.”

Kids like me? Idiot, of course there are others. Ugh, what if Blake Bennington is a wizard? That asshole’s bullied me since the third grade. Then Dad’s words register in my frazzled brain.

“Wait. Today? You’re making me go to school?” I check the clock on the microwave. Only a few minutes remain before I would have gotten up for school. No time to catch a few more winks. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll accidentally do magic? What if I get caught?”

Mom shakes her head. “You aren’t strong enough to do anything on your own yet.”

I stared at them with my mouth open. 

“I woke up on my ceiling. I jumped out the window and levitated into the pool. I already did do something on my own.”

This time Dad shakes his head. “That happened because we had just finished the unlocking spell. Now that we’ve bonded, the magic is under control and it won’t be so easy for you to use without training.”

“Just stay calm, don’t say anything to anyone, and
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