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I can’t really explain the
thoughts and emotions running through my mind as I stand in the
Aerling world for the first time watching my younger brother gawk
at everything with this I’m in
heaven kind of expression. Why aren’t I
feeling the same thing? This is what I’ve been preparing for my
whole life, right? Master my abilities, make a wind spirit, go
home. Become Conner the Aerling instead of Conner the weird
invisible kid. The goal was to come here and meet
my…real…family.

Shane isn’t actually my brother, not by blood, but
what does that really matter? I was there the day he showed up on
the Parker’s doorstep and we’ve been family ever since, even if he
does annoy the crap out of me half the time. He’s family—which
seems more like real family than the strangers walking toward
me.

Nobody has to tell me they’re my parents. I just
know somehow. They’re grinning and picking up their pace, but I’m
still just standing here like an idiot. Shock. Can you go into
shock from jumping between worlds? Seems reasonable. Maybe that’s
what’s wrong with me.

My parents wrap their arms around me, telling me how
happy they are that I’m back, how much they missed me and love me,
and how excited they are to hear all about my life on Earth. Their
words spill out, tumbling over each other as they both try to
speak, tumbling over me. They pull back when the words run out. Now
they’re the ones staring. At me.

“Uh, yeah. It’s great to…meet
you.”

They look disappointed, and I feel bad about that,
but I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t know them. My whole life,
I’ve know they exist, vaguely wondered what they would be like or
what they thought about me. I didn’t really miss them like they
seem to miss me. To me, Mom and Dad have always been the Parkers,
not these people.

My mother brushes off her disappointment that I’m
not falling all over them, and my father follows suit. They start
dragging me around their home world, filled to the brim with
excitement. I meet way too many people to ever keep track of and
have tons of information shoved at me, but the only thing I really
learn is that I don’t belong here.

It feels like ages later before I’m standing back in
the grove of trees set aside for arrivals and departures. Mason
leaves Olivia’s side and walks over to me. His expression is
neutral, but I know my behavior has caught his attention. Slinging
an arm around my shoulders, he doesn’t say anything for a few
minutes. It gives me time to pull my thoughts together.

“Don’t feel bad if you don’t want
to stay,” he eventually says. “We all see this change in our own
way. It means something different to every single Aerling, as it
should.”

I know he’s chosen to spend the majority of his time
on Earth with Olivia, and his words take a huge weight off my
shoulders. Even so, I can’t help saying, “I know I disappointed
them.”

“Your parents?” Mason asks. He
shakes his head. “This is tough for them to understand, too, but
don’t let what they want cloud your decision. Don’t rush into a
decision either. You have plenty of time.”

I know he’s right, but it still feels like everyone
is expecting a decision. Instead of facing that, I change the
subject. “Shane seems pretty pumped about this whole thing.”

For some reason, Mason smiles the kind of smile my
mom will use when she knows something the rest of us don’t. “Yeah,”
Mason says, “but he’s also ten and doesn’t feel the pressure you
do.”

Mason tilts his head in Shane’s
direction where my little brother and Molly are gushing about their
experience. I laugh at them. Apparently, it’s a let’s get along day for them. One
minute they’re fighting like they hate each other, and the next day
they’re curled up on a beanbag
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