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      My palms scrape against the gritty sidewalk in front of Sultana High School as I try to stop my fall. As my chest slams against the ground, a puff of dirt swirls into the air and makes me cough. I glance up just in time to see who shoved me—a senior on a longboard. He glides down the path, not even bothering to look back.

      I don’t recognize him. But I do recognize the electric-orange fog wrapping around his board in wispy tendrils. As he speeds away, his wheels leave glowing, tangerine tire marks on the ground. The morning breeze scatters his tracks like specks of sand across the sidewalk.

      It’s the kind of color only I can see. The color that shows up whenever someone messes with me.

      “Are you okay, Liam?” My brother Nix’s hand appears near my face, offering to help me up from the cement.

      “Just checking for quarters down here.” I shrug as he pulls me to my feet, then dust off my shirt. “No luck today.”

      Nix shoves his hands in his pockets. “I swear dude, if Mom knew about half the stuff that happens to you…”

      My smile falters. If she knew, she never would have signed the crumpled release form in my hand. I still can’t believe her signature is there in permanent black ink.

      I try to straighten out the slip, but it’s torn halfway down the middle from my fall. “Do you think Mr. Herrera will still accept this?”

      Nix gives me a worried glance, then starts walking toward class. “Even if he does, Liam, I still think this field trip is a bad idea.”

      I snort. “‘Cuz geology is so dangerous. All those rocks and weeds and dirt… Who knows what could happen today?”

      Nix narrows his eyes in a smart alec kind of glare. “Try coyotes, abandoned mines, and scorpions. Not to mention an entire hour on the bully magnet.” He nods his head toward a line of buses idling beside the school.

      I laugh and throw my arm around his shoulder. “Come on, you’re not seriously concerned about coyotes and stuff.”

      Nix is only fifteen, a year younger than me, but he’s already a good three inches taller than I am. That’s still not a good enough reason for him to act like my second parent.

      He shrugs. “With your track record? Yeah, I am. Although, if you still saw colors when people pushed you around, I’d feel better. Then at least you could sense trouble coming.”

      I sigh, avoiding eye contact. “I told you, I don’t see that kind of stuff anymore.”

      I hate hiding the truth from him, but the fact is, when I was a little boy and first complained about lights and colors that appeared whenever I got bullied, Mom went crazy trying to figure it all out. She had me tested for synesthesia, migraines, retinal detachment—but none of it panned out. So, I stopped mentioning it, hoping everyone would figure I grew out of it. But the colors are still as clear as ever, popping up anytime someone is about to tyrannize me.

      “Just be careful today. Okay?” Nix says before he turns toward the B-building for his first class.

      Sometimes I forget Nix is younger than me. In fact, most people think I’m the younger one. Maybe it’s my shaggy blond hair or my snub nose. Personally, I think Nix looks older because he’s more confident than I am. I’m still trying to figure things out. Sometimes I catch myself hoping that someday I can grow up to be like Nix.

      What a weird thing to think.

      I shake my head and dart toward the short line of school buses parked next to a huge mural of a muscled dude in a turban, our mascot, the Sultana Sultan. It’s so cliché. I think the school’s architect originally meant for the sandy planters, light stone buildings, and teal tin roofs to represent the Mojave Desert. They tried, I guess. Although, designing an artificial wilderness is a stupid way to tame the students.

      Mr. Herrera stands outside the bus, checking off names on his list. I run toward him, sliding my tattered release form onto his clipboard.

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “You know these were due yesterday, Covington.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. My mom works late.” I take a step onto the school bus and walk backwards up the steps. “I didn’t get a chance to show her until…” The chatter of the bus drowns out my voice, and I’m far enough inside now that he can’t stop me. Mr. Herrera merely shakes his head and turns back to his list.

      I tap my fingers against the brown pleather bench, happy it worked. But as I turn to face the aisle, my smile fades. The bus is already rippling with a hazy cloud of muted colors. There’s plenty of potential trouble waiting for me here.

      Taking a deep breath, I step cautiously down the aisle. As long as none of the colors become too focused and bright, I’ll be fine. No way am I letting anyone get in the way of my looking for Paiute arrowheads and lizards on the dunes with Ben.

      I scan the seats and spot Ben standing next to a window halfway down the row. I make my way toward him but stop when I notice the seat beside him is already taken.

      Gabriella sits on the edge of his bench with her feet in the aisle, talking to Kenna in the seat across from her. Kenna snuggles next to her boyfriend, Blake, so it’s as close as Gabby could get. A faint streak of glowing pink ripples through her hair.

      Ben notices me and shrugs behind Gabby’s back with a sheepish smile on his face. He has been obsessed with Gabby for the last few weeks, so this is obviously a dream come true. I can’t mess this up for him.

      Gabby glances up at me and raises an eyebrow. “Were you going to sit here?”

      Ben looks at me with desperate gray eyes over her shoulder.

      I shake my head emphatically and look around the bus for an open seat. “No, I’ll just sit over—there.” The last empty bench is right behind Kenna. She glances up at me, and I freeze as she pinches her mouth to the side, nestles closer to Blake, and adjusts the Air Pods in her ears.

      “Find a seat, Covington,” Mr. Herrera shouts as the bus rumbles to life.

      I scurry into the seat behind Kenna. Ben glances back at me and mouths “sorry.” I give him a thumbs up and whisper “good luck”.

      While everyone else settles down on their cell phones for the long drive, I look out the window at the desert flying past us. It’s Nix’s day to keep our shared, dinosaur era flip-phone, so I settle on staring at the sand that gathers into miniature drifts between the lanes. We pass a field of Joshua Trees bursting out of the earth like knobby hands, begging for rain. As we speed onto the I-40, a crumpled Twix wrapper lands in my lap, glowing emerald green.

      Kenna whacks Blake’s arm in front of me. “He’s not a trash can.”

      Blake shrugs and looks back at his phone. Kenna glances at me over her shoulder and her ears turn red.

      As the emerald light gleaming across the candy wrapper in my lap fades, a nervous pit forms in my stomach. The colors always seem to close in whenever I’m alone. The fact that Ben is preoccupied with Gabby instead of hanging out with me means I’ll have to be careful today.
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      I haven’t been to sand dunes in years. As we pull up to the trailhead’s parking lot, I close my eyes and remember the feeling of hot sand scorching my feet and the smell of my family’s bonfire in the distance. Maybe that’s why I felt so desperate to come on this field trip, because I’m hungry for a taste of the past—the days before I began seeing colors.

      Ben follows Gabby off the bus; it looks like he worked up the nerve to break the ice between them during the drive. The glowing pink streaks in her hair have grown brighter, so it’s probably best for me to keep my distance. Ben motions for me to join them, but I smile and wave him on. He looks conflicted about choosing between us, but as Gabby walks further away, he scurries after her.

      Mr. Herrera calls for the class to gather around a park ranger. As she talks about the Mojave’s geological landmarks, stratigraphy, rock structures, and erosion evidence, my mind wanders—running up and down those two-hundred-sixty-foot dunes. Everyone around me shuffles and whispers, making me think I’m not the only one who’s antsy to get their feet in the sand.

      The sun climbs higher into the sky. If we want enough time to explore before the air turns blistering hot, we need to skip the tour and get walking.

      The ranger points across the sagebrush fields. “This area is rich in minerals and the hills are packed with forgotten mines from the late eighteen-hundreds. It’s important that you stay on the trails. Every year we have to fish hikers and off-roaders out of the ground.”

      The mention of old mines catches my attention. I bite my bottom lip and glance at Kenna. She avoids my gaze.

      We trudge down the trail, and the guide stops abruptly, holding her hand above her head. “I want everyone to hold still and listen.”

      There’s a rush of giggling and shushing as we all pause. In the distance a low tinny sound reverberates across the desert, like a gong ringing across the horizon.

      “You’re hearing the song of the sand. You see, the wind passes over the grains, causing them to rub against each other and vibrate. It took scientists forever to figure out why these dunes sing.”

      The desert breeze picks up the top layer of the golden hill ahead, casting it over the ridge. The note it produces is long and low, almost sad. It tugs at a spot in my chest, like the song is calling out to me.

      I shake my head. I’m so weird.

      We resume our trek toward the dunes, and I’m captivated by the ranger’s descriptions of cinder cones, Paiute petroglyphs, and Jefferson Davis’s attempt to introduce camels into the Mojave. Who knew the desert could be so interesting? Through each of the ranger’s explanations, the singing sand pulls us closer.

      Finally, we make it to the base of the dunes, and Mr. Herrera excuses us to go explore. There’s a collective “whoop” as everyone kicks off their shoes and sprints up the hill—at least for a few feet until they sink into the sand and it’s all they can do to claw their way up the slope.

      I follow behind the crowd, squinting so the grit they kick up doesn’t get in my eyes. When I find myself at the top of the dune, looking across the Mojave Valley, I take a deep breath and soak in the warm scent of sage and dirt on the breeze. Above the sound of students shouting and laughing, the singing sand surrounds me, beckoning me further down the side of the dune.

      Something catches the corner of my eye. A deep flash of midnight-blue ripples through the sand at the base of the hill. I squint. There it is again, a streak of light bursting through the sand.

      I glance over my shoulder, looking for Ben. But pointing it out to him would be useless. Nobody has ever seen the colors before. Only me.

      Nix’s warnings flash through my head. I should try to avoid the colors at all costs. But for some reason, this one feels different. Less threatening and more welcoming, like it’s the cause for the magnetic tug in my ribcage. Besides, I don’t think there’s anyone down there to mess with me. No. I’m sure of it.

      I could ask Ben to come with me, but he’s busy lining up with a few football players about to race down the dunes—he’s probably trying to impress Gabby.

      I’ll just slip down the hill quickly, check it out, and return before anybody notices.

      The smooth tones of the breeze surround me and drown out the voices of my classmates behind me. A short ridge blocks my view of the blue light. But as soon as I step over the crest, I find the ground alive with a vibrating, unnatural pattern of triangles and angular lines. Swirling tendrils of dark blue smoke waft through the sand, breaking the surface in little puffs.

      I’ve never seen anything like this before.

      The vibration in the ground beneath me intensifies, and I take a step backward as shockwaves ripple through the dune. They create waves in the surface that bury my feet in sandy drifts. Before I can step back again, the wind kicks up, spraying grit into my eyes. I try to move, but just like in a nightmare my feet are entrenched in sand. No matter how hard I try, I can’t run away.

      I peel my eyes open and find midnight blue smoke pouring from the ground, blocking out the light around me. A wind tunnel rises up in front of me and sucks the smoke into its vortex, forming a hazy pillar that rises into the sky. Tentacle-like wisps swirl from the base and wrap themselves around my arms and chest, dragging me closer to the whirlwind.

      I shout for help, but above the deep rumble and the otherworldly song of the sand, I doubt anyone can hear me. Pure adrenaline pumps through my entire body as I struggle, but my feet only slide deeper into the sinkhole at the base of the dust devil. I half expect it to suck me under like a pit of quicksand.

      The smoke unexpectedly releases my arms, and I rake my fingers through the sand on each side of me, trying to claw my way back up the hill.

      My fingers scrape against solid rock beneath the surface, and I take hold, hoping to find something to pull myself up with. Instead, I pull a crusty-looking conch shell out of the silt.

      What on earth?

      The smoke flares and the sand in the air grows so thick I can’t breathe through it. I clutch the shell close to my chest and shield my eyes from the stinging grains. As each second passes, my lungs become more and more desperate for air.

      I slump over as everything around me fades to black.
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      An uncontrollable cough crackles like fireworks through my lungs, and I spit a miniature volcano of sand from my mouth. Soft hands brush my shaggy hair out of my eyes and cradle my head.

      “Here, drink this,” a girl’s voice says.

      The grit in the corner of my eyes makes me scrunch up my face like a raisin. Someone puts a flask to my mouth. I swish away the grains from between my teeth and spit into the dirt beside me, then I rub the sand from my eyelids to finally see who’s helping me.

      It’s Kenna Berlin.

      I freeze as a memory bubbles up from somewhere deep inside me—the two of us whispering with our heads close together when we were five. The familiar impulse to scramble away from her rushes through my veins.

      I sit up, and a layer of sand runs off my chest. My entire body is covered in about an inch of the drift.

      “Are you okay?” Kenna looks at me with a mixture of relief and fear.

      The smoke has disappeared and the rumbling has completely died down. I shake my head in confusion. “Why are you here?”

      Kenna blushes and looks over her shoulder at Ben and Gabby as they make their way down the hill toward us. “I saw you leave the group and disappear. Then a dirt devil rose up from out of nowhere, and you didn’t come back. I thought you might need help.”

      She obviously couldn’t see the colors, so it must have just looked like a miniature tornado to her. I let out a nervous laugh, which makes me cough. Kenna offers me her hydro flask again. While I take a sip, she puts her hand on my forehead then my cheek. Having her so close is bad enough, but with her hand on my face, every muscle in my body freezes. I forget to swallow and end up choking on the water.

      She swipes a few stray hairs away from her face, revealing her pinched eyebrows. “You’re burning up. We should get you back to the bus.”

      “Liam, what happened to you?” Ben asks, finally reaching us.

      Gabby smirks at Kenna. “Are we interrupting something?”

      Kenna stiffens. “Liam needs to get back to the bus. Can you help him back up the hill? I’m going to go get Mr. Herrera and the ranger.”

      She doesn’t wait for an answer, but stands up, casting one final glance at me before scrambling back up the hill. Gabby turns to follow after her.

      “Gabby, wait,” Ben says, reaching a hand toward her.

      Gabby ignores him, the streak of pink in her hair beaming in the sunlight.

      Ben turns back to me and I shrug, letting out a raspy, “Sorry.” The adrenaline of the moment has faded and left me withering in the sun.

      He sits on the hillside next to me. “It’s okay. It wasn’t going well anyway.” He scans our surroundings. “Dude, why did you even come down here?”

      There’s no way I can tell him about the blue smoke and cyclone without sounding like I have heat stroke. “Just having fun like everyone else.”

      Ben sniffs. “That thing on your forehead sure looks like fun.”

      I reach up and brush my fingertips against a massive goose egg. How did that happen? There’s nothing but scraggly weeds and sand down here. Well, except for the conch shell resting by my side. It’s covered in a thick coating of caked-on sand and dirt. I pick it up. It weighs much more than it should.

      “It looks fossilized.” 

      “Dude, you look fossilized.” Ben slaps my shoulder, sending a dust cloud into the air and sparks through my vision.

      “It’s fine. I’m fine,” I shake my head, trying to ignore the fiery ache it shoots through my skull.

      Ben offers me his hand. “Let’s get you back to the bus.”

      I stand, clutching the conch shell close to my stomach. I’ll take it home as a souvenir; a weird reminder of the color that tried to kill me.
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      The bus hits a pothole. I groan, crack one eye open, and push myself out of the cramped position I fell asleep in.

      “How are you feeling?” Ben asks.

      I rub grit from my eyes. “Like I’ve been hit by a dump truck full of sand.”

      Ben sniffs and nods his head at the seat. “You’re making this bench feel like a sheet of sandpaper.”

      “Don’t judge my skin-care regiment.” I fold my arms, snuggle my back against the wall beneath the window, and close my eyes.

      Ben is quiet for a moment, then whispers, “Have you ever noticed how Gabby’s shoelaces always match her outfit?”

      I peek one eye open. Even if he wasn’t obsessed with Gabby, he would notice something like that. Ben constantly analyzes what other kids wear, say, and do. Sometimes I suspect he thinks clothes are his only chance to stand out.

      I wrinkle my nose. “I thought you were color blind.”

      He ducks his chin back and looks at me. “Why would you think that?”

      I raise my nose in the air in a sarcastic pout. “I’ve been wearing matching socks for months now, and you’ve never said a thing.”

      Ben punches me in the arm. “You dork. I have excellent vision, thank you very much.”

      But he still can’t see the pink streak in Gabby’s hair.

      Outside, the sandy fields and crunchy brown bushes of the Inland Empire fly past us. As we pull into Sultana’s parking lot, I pick up the heavy conch shell stored under my seat. As I heft it into my arms, Mr. Herrera makes eye contact with me. I can tell he’s nervous. Teachers always are whenever there’s an “incident.” I would know. I’ve had enough of them.

      He waits for me outside the bus.

      “Do you have someone coming to pick you up?” Mr. Herrera asks.

      “My mom has work.” I motion behind me. “Ben will drive me home.”

      Mr. Herrera frowns. “We couldn’t get a hold of your mother to tell her what happened. We still need to explain and get some signatures.”

      My stomach drops, but I nod. “I’ll let her know.” I shuffle off toward Ben’s car before Mr. Herrera can say anything else.

      On the way home, I pull out the shell and hold it in my lap, picking at the crusty sand packed on the outside.

      “Don’t you dare mess up my car,” Ben says, raising his eyebrows.

      “Since when do you care about how clean your car is?” I ask, un-wedging an old taco sack shoved between our seats. Ben snatches it and throws it onto the back bench as we turn onto Danbury Avenue then into my driveway.

      From the outside, my house looks like any other on the street, although the avocado-green stucco is a bit unfortunate. I unlock the front door, and we step into the wooden ribcage-like structure I call home. There hasn’t been any drywall covering the bare planks for years. Two shabby couches squat on the coarse, uncarpeted subfloor, giving up hope that there will ever be carpet.

      “Love what you’ve done to the place.” Ben drops down onto the couch.

      I send him a sour smile. “That joke never gets old.”

      My house has been like this for the last five years. Dad started demolition on the place when I was eleven. Then he left.

      I glance at the clock in the kitchen. “Hey, thanks for everything, but you probably don’t want to be around when my mom comes home.”

      Ben leans against the couch armrest. “You think she’ll be mad? I mean, at least you came home in one piece.”

      I shrug. “Once she discovers this beauty on my forehead, she’ll restrict my field trip adventures to old folk homes and hospitals.”

      “Well, let me know if you need anything.” Ben points to his phone as he stands up. I give him a halfhearted wave and he lets himself out.

      The house is quiet now that Ben is gone. Nix won’t be back until after soccer practice, and Mom has work until later tonight. I turn on the swamp cooler to make the stifling front room more habitable. Walking down the hall, I take off my shirt, sighing in satisfaction as I drop my scratchy, sand covered clothes to the floor. I ease myself into my bed to rest. Just a few minutes, I tell myself.

      I dream of the luminescent blue smoke from the dirt devil. The color glows behind my eyelids, tainting my dreams with the cool hue.

      When I wake up, I wipe at the gunk gluing my eyelashes together and regret it. Moving just gave my body permission to hurt even more. I moan and open my eyes.

      Nix sits at my desk with his elbows resting on his knees, turning our old flip phone over in his hands. He glances up at me with a tight-lipped scowl and clicks open the phone. A voicemail plays on speaker mode.

      It’s from Mr. Herrera, notifying Mom of my fall that left a significant bruise on my forehead. Nix skips to the next message, again, it’s Mr. Herrera, asking her to call him back. He presses a button, and a third message plays, this time from the principal.

      I raise my hands in defeat. “Okay, okay. I get it.”

      “There’s three more like this,” Nix says, his voice pounding through my head. “I knew something bad would happen.”

      I wince and cover my eyes with my hands. “Do you have any aspirin?”

      Nix snorts. “I can’t believe you gave them our number as an emergency contact.”

      “Technically, it’s the number Mom gave them. She never updated the one on file when she gave us her old phone.”

      Nix gapes at me. “Unbelievable.”

      “It’s for the best. I made it home okay. It’s better if she doesn’t know,” I say. “You know how she gets.”

      Nix hesitates but nods.

      We both learned long ago it’s better to take care of these things ourselves. Mom takes everything personally, acting like it’s her fault when I get scratched up. She already has so many problems at work to worry about, that if too many stressful things add up, she shatters.

      But she can’t blame herself if she doesn’t know.

      I try to stand, and my room fades in a haze of golden static. Nix makes me sit back on the bed. His gaze lands on the conch shell resting beside me. I must have fallen asleep with it.

      “Another souvenir?” he asks, picking it up.

      I nod. My souvenir shelf is cluttered with useless items: a smashed penny, a splintered baseball bat, a crumbling piece of shale. To anyone else it’s just a pile of junk. But to me, it’s a reminder of all the colors I’ve seen.

      It’s getting crowded.

      Nix turns the shell over in his hands. As if on cue, it dumps sand down the front of his clothes.

      Nix sets his jaw and closes his eyes. “Mom’s never gonna let you keep this.” He drops the shell on my bed. “Clean yourself up before she gets home.”

      A wave of guilt rushes over me as he leaves. Nix always keeps my secrets and cleans up my messes. It’s a favor I’ve never been able to return. I guess when you look like a Marine like he does, you don’t have to hide anything.
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      Weird visions of the conch run through my dreams. I hold the shell in my hands as mist swirls and dances along the surface, creating mesmerizing patterns. Tendrils of midnight-blue smoke billow into the air around me, growing thicker until they drown out the light.

      I try to find the edge of the cloud, but no matter which way I turn, I can’t escape it. Shadowy silhouettes pace through the darkness. My breath catches as a tiger pads back and forth, whipping his tail through the smoke. I back away until he fades into the fog, then I tear off in the opposite direction.

      A woman in a ballgown swirls past me. I choke on the thickening haze. It doesn’t matter how far I run; the darkness doesn’t end. More shadows rush past me—a weeping willow swipes its branches at my face. Something slithers past my foot. I stumble to a stop in front of a towering figure, a man with folded arms and glowing eyes.

      My eyes flutter open, and the darkened wall of my bedroom comes into view. I release a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. This eerie dream is going to make my brain explode. I roll onto my back and gaze up at the ceiling. It takes me a moment to realize that the white paint ripples with light, like the ceiling of an aquarium.

      Oh no.

      My nightmare has spilled out of my dreams and is invading my room. I look toward the source of the light, and my heart plummets to the floor.

      The glistening figure of a teenager hovers in the corner beside my desk. Light flares underneath his skin as if his veins are full of fire instead of blood. It illuminates his chiseled figure; his broad shoulders, and his squared jaw. Glowing tattoos spiral along his left arm and up the sides of his bald head, accentuating every feature of his face. His pale eyes shine like an animal’s in the night as his sharp gaze digs into mine.

      I sit up, gripping the sheets on either side of me. This isn’t real. This isn’t real, I think to myself, trying to shake away the hallucination.

      The boy raises an open palm in front of him, his face focused and stern. A swirl of mist forms in his hand, spinning faster and faster until it shoots across the room and into my eyes, blinding me.

      I cry out, scrambling around for the nearest thing I can use as a weapon. My hand fumbles with something on my souvenir shelf—my shattered baseball bat. Feverish heat soaks into my forehead as I stumble to my feet. I’m still blinded by the smoke as it burns into my retinas, so I have to rely on my memory as I swing.

      The bat catches air. That is—until it sinks into the wall beside my bed. The smoke vanishes like a magician’s puff, and I can see again.

      The boy is gone.

      Before I have a chance to move, my bedroom light flips on. I twist around, feral and ready to pounce.

      Mom squeaks from my doorway, holding her hand up to shade her eyes from the abrupt light. “Liam?”

      I spin in a full circle, searching for the boy I just tried to whack with half a baseball bat.

      “What’s going on?” She blinks a few times, her eyes adjusting to the light, then gasps and stumbles forward. “What happened to your forehead?” She cups my cheeks in her hands as she inspects the bruise on my brow. “Oh, you’re burning up with a fever.” She turns and shouts over her shoulder, “Nix!”

      Nix scrambles down the hall from his room, then he grabs my doorframe as he stumbles to a stop. He squints at me through the blinding light, then notices the baseball bat in my hands.

      I grab Mom’s wrists and pull her hands away from my face, peering into her eyes. “Mom, there was someone in my room.”

      Mom raises an eyebrow. “Someone right now?”

      I nod and try to guide her away from the door. “He threw smoke in my face, and when I tried to hit him with this, he vanished. He could still be in the house somewhere.”

      Mom’s face pales. She turns to Nix, and he nods.

      “I’ll do a sweep of the place.” He disappears around the corner, and I take a step forward to help him.

      Mom presses her hands against my shoulders, stopping me. “No, you’re going to lay down.”

      “But Mom, I saw…”

      She gives me a warning glare. I drop down on the edge of my bed obediently, my heart pounding through my rib cage.

      Mom pinches her mouth into a concentrated scowl as she prods my forehead. “How did this happen?”

      “That’s not important right now!”

      Nix returns, holding the sides of my doorway as he leans in. “The house is clear. Everything is still locked up tight.”

      Mom turns to him and points to my forehead. “Did you know about this?”

      Nix squints, still trying to adjust to the light in my room. “About someone in his room?”

      “No, his forehead,” Mom says, exasperated. “He’s burning up with a fever. Nix, you needed to tell me about this as soon as I got home.”

      “I can handle a bruise on my own,” I brush her hand away.

      Mom’s eyebrow shoots up and she ducks her head forward. “Liam, you just knocked a hole in your wall—”

      “Because of the intruder! I’m serious about this! He was blue and glowing and he was standing—floating—right…”

      I trail off as I realize how ridiculous this sounds. Was it even real, or was it a sleepy delusion?

      Mom turns toward the door. “I’m getting something for his fever.”

      Nix sighs and leans against the doorframe. “Nice way to break it to her gently.”

      My shoulders sag. He’s right. That was horrible.

      Mom returns with a few aspirin. She offers me a glass of water and moves my pillows with the same efficiency she uses at her job. She works for a home health aid group, cleaning houses, making meals, and helping people recover from surgeries. Having me as a son means she’s overqualified for the job.

      “Liam, how did you hit your head?” Mom asks again as I swallow the pills.

      “I…fell. On the field trip. It was stupid.” I hand her the empty cup. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I just didn’t want you to worry.”

      Mom sighs. “I can’t take care of you if I don’t know what’s going on. This could be something serious, like a concussion. I’m going to get ready for work, then I’m taking you in to the ER. You rest till then.”

      “I’m fine. Really. I don’t need…” I trail off under Mom’s glare, then nod obediently. She turns off the light but leaves the door open.

      Now that I’m alone, anxiety weighs down on me again. My alarm clock says it’s 5:30 AM. Still too early for sunrise, but not early enough to go back to bed. I sit up and pull my blinds shut. The last thing I want to see is someone staring back at me from the other side of the window.

      What was I thinking, attacking a dude like that? He could have snapped me in half. Or zapped me with his glowing—whatever that was. And why did his skin glow? His tattoos were so intricate, they reminded me of the misty patterns that spouted from the shell in my dream.

      I hesitate, listening for any sign of Mom nearby. Her bathroom door clicks closed, so I sit up and sneak toward my desk. I kneel down and pull out a dog-eared shoe box from under the drawers. Inside, the conch shell is cushioned in the middle of a few crumpled tissues.

      Maybe there is something wrong with my brain and this whole thing was a trick of the light. I run my fingers along the shell’s spiral and recoil as it burns me.

      Its surface is as hot as coals.

      I shove my fingers in my mouth to cool them as blisters form on my skin.

      It shouldn’t be possible. I scramble away. This shell is possessed and I’m getting as far away from it as I can.

      Down the hall, Nix clatters around in the kitchen, pouring himself a bowl of cereal. I have to talk to someone about this. I shake out my hands and head to the kitchen.

      Nix sits at the table with the sports section spread out in front of him. I take the chair across from him and grimace at his sugar free cereal choice, but pour myself a bowl anyway.

      He watches me and once he finishes chewing, asks, “So, what made you go all Spartan on your wall? Was it a shadow?”

      I bite my bottom lip and finish pouring. “It wasn’t a shadow. It was more like—the spawn of the universe stood over my bed, with glowing eyes, throwing lightning across my room.”

      Nix digs his spoon back into his cereal. “Sounds like a ghost.”

      He doesn’t believe me. I lean up against the table as he takes another bite and lower my voice, trying to be more convincing. “Okay, ghosts, sure. But, he had tattoos that matched the patterns I saw in my dreams. They were surrounding the shell. When I went to double check on it, the shell burned me, like it had just come out of an oven.” I hold out my hand, showing him the blisters.

      Nix raises an eyebrow and stops chewing. “So, you were dreaming the whole time?”

      I pull my chin back. “No, it actually burned me. Come with me, I’ll show you.”

      Nix swallows, stands from the table, and follows me back to my room. The shell remains on my desk in the open shoebox.

      I hang back by the doorframe, not wanting to go any closer. “You can test it if you want, but be careful. It scorched me just moments ago.”

      Nix studies me hard, then reaches his pointer finger in, nudging the shell. He sighs, breathing through his nose, and sticks his entire hand in the box.

      I gasp, and dart forward. “Don’t!”

      But Nix doesn’t recoil as he picks up the shell and turns it over. I stumble to a stop beside him.

      “What?” I reach out to take the shell from him, but as he hands it over, it burns my palm. I toss it back in the box on top of the tissue paper and look up at Nix in surprise. “It burned me! I’m not making this up.”

      Nix studies my face, and his eyebrows wrinkle in concern. “I know. That’s what worries me.”

      Mom peeks her head through the doorway. “I’m ready. Let’s get you to the doctor.”

      I nod. “I’ll be ready in a minute.”

      She sends me a tired smile and heads toward the garage.

      Nix hesitates for a moment, then shoves his hands in his sweatpants pockets and backs away, leaving me alone in my room.

      My shoulders sink, and I look down at my blistered fingers. Maybe he’s right. Maybe it’s just my brain’s way of trying to come up with an explanation for all the weird things I’ve seen. It’s bad enough to hallucinate, but it’s even worse to believe it’s real.

      There are two possibilities for what happened—either I experienced something supernatural, or a doctor needs to check my head.

      Maybe both.

      I’ve never thought about whether ghosts are real, but the guy I saw looked nothing like the gaunt, translucent portrayals on TV. He was muscular and solid. I’m not imaginative enough to come up with a face like that.

      I know the difference between reality and fairy tales. I don’t need to justify fantasy to make myself feel better. I square my shoulders and fling the lid back on the shoe box.

      “No one was here,” I say out loud. “I’m just a paranoid kid who had a creepy dream.”

      I get dressed quickly, and as I’m about to take a step into the hall, I hesitate, glancing at the box with the shell.

      If Nix doesn’t believe me then maybe my friends, Ben or Xander, will. I grab an old backpack from the bottom of my closet and slide the shoe box into it. I’m not going to give up until I figure out what’s going on.
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      “Liam, are you sure going to school today is a good idea?” Mom asks, glancing at me through the rear-view mirror.

      “If the doctor couldn’t find anything wrong with my brain, then yes. I’m going.” I pick at the peeling fake leather on the back seat.

      “Fine. But I want you to get work off,” Mom says. I can’t help but notice yesterday’s mascara is still smudged beneath her eyes.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      “What if you fall on those slick floors?”

      I sigh and look up at the crumbling felt on the ceiling. “Mom, if I can’t handle a mop, what good am I as a janitor? I don’t want to get fired.”

      “You’ve got to take care of yourself first. Your job should come second,” she says.

      “Didn’t you work late last night because you covered for a coworker who doesn’t do her job?” I ask, catching her mid-yawn. She shoots me a sarcastic glare over her shoulder.

      Her phone chirps with an incoming text, and Nix picks it up. “It’s from Paula.” Mom nods for him to read it to her.

      “It says: We fired Vicky. Do you want her shift tonight?”

      Mom sends me a guilty glance through the mirror.

      “Take it if you want it,” I say.

      “We can find a ride home after school.” Nix sets her phone back in the middle console between their seats.

      “I’m not around enough for you boys,” she says.

      I lean forward and put a hand on the corner of her seat. “Mom, if money’s an issue, I can always pitch in. I have plenty saved—”

      “No,” she says firmly. “That money means you can go to college. There’s no guarantee in getting a scholarship.”

      “Here we go again.” Nix lets his head fall back onto the headrest.

      I give Mom a disapproving glare. “Mom. Nix is one of the best players on the varsity team. If he keeps it up, soccer will pay off even better than my job does.”

      Mom shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I’m being a worrywart. I’m proud of you both.”

      She pulls the car off to the side of G Avenue and lets us off in our usual spot next to the sports complex, behind the bleachers, then turns around in her seat and holds up her finger. “Get work off.”

      She’s just trying to help, so I nod and step out of the car, pulling my lumpy backpack along with me. I take a deep breath of morning air and start down the sidewalk beneath the benches that lead toward campus. Nix heads off in the opposite direction, onto the field.

      My backpack rests too high against my shoulder blades. I’ve grown since the last time I used it. Most of our coursework is digital, so I don’t have a reason to bring a backpack to school. I adjust the straps so the heavy shoe box inside doesn’t rest so unnaturally against my spine.

      Since my emergency room visit didn’t take much time at all, I’m a bit early to school. Only a handful of students are scattered around Sultana’s campus. It’s a huge complex. Ten separate buildings surround the outdoor quad, lined with sun-bleached paths that crisscross between barren cement planters.

      As I make my way down a narrow corridor that opens up into the quad, colorful flashes go off in my periphery. I stop walking and shake my head. There’s no one around me, so it couldn’t be a color. But that’s not exactly comforting, considering I just came from the ER. Maybe coming to school was a bad idea after all.

      I squeeze my eyes closed, and when I open them, the effect disappears.

      As I pull the door open to enter the B building, I’m surprised to see Xander already waiting for me in our usual meeting place next to the vending machines. He leans back in his wheelchair, balancing on his back wheels and flashes me his playful, crooked smile.

      His constant smirk is one of the things I like most about him. His t-shirt is a size too large for him, like usual. I think he wears his clothes big to hide how skinny he is. I often tease him that he’s going to become fat someday. He seems to like that idea.

      “I’m glad you survived the dunes,” Xander says, looking me up and down. “Wow, death punched you right in the face, didn’t it?”

      I smile. Xander’s sarcasm is just what I need after Mom’s fussing.

      Xander leans forward, confidentially. “I heard you made a move on Kenna Berlin.”

      My smile disappears. “Who said that?”

      But instead of answering me, Xander leans over his armrest, peering around me, and lets out a low whistle.

      Ben approaches us from down the hall, and like usual, he’s trying too hard. Today he’s wearing white denim shorts, a black V-neck tee under a gray cardigan with the sleeves rolled up, and a stupid pair of lens-free, poser glasses he picked up last week.

      “Hey, man. Good job hiding that thing,” Ben says, acknowledging the bruise on my forehead.

      “Obviously not,” I say. “It’s the first thing everyone comments on.”

      “Well, at least they’re not commenting on your backpack,” Xander says, yanking on its zipper.

      I pull on the shoulder straps, making the pack hug my back even tighter. “What’s wrong with a backpack? Everybody owns one.”

      Ben scratches the back of his neck and scrunches up his nose. “Yeah—but only members of the debate team wear them to school.”

      Dang it. Ben would notice something like that. I slide the pack around on my shoulder and start to unzip it, ready to show them the shell and tell them all about the intruder in my room last night.

      “What did your mom say when she heard about the accident?” Ben asks.

      I just shrug and reach in to grab the shoe box.

      “Have you talked to Kenna again?” Xander asks.

      I hesitate, not pulling the box out. “About what?” I try not to sound too alarmed, but the mere mention of her name summons a familiar sinking feeling in my stomach.

      “Dude, she saved your life. This could be a golden opportunity for you,” Xander says.

      I stiffen and let the backpack slide around to my back. This is getting out of control. “She didn’t save my life.”

      “Come on, at least introduce me.” Xander wiggles his eyebrows and grins mischievously.

      “Don’t act so desperate,” I say. “Besides, I’m pretty sure an introduction from me would get you blacklisted. We weren’t exactly on the best terms with each other before…” I trail off, realizing my mistake.

      “Wait, you two already knew each other?” Ben asks.

      I groan. I didn’t mean to let that slip. “You realize I’m not enjoying this conversation, right?”

      “But this sounds so juicy.” Xander rubs his hands together.

      “Can you guys focus for a second? I have something to show you.” I say, hoping to distract them. I reach into my backpack again.

      “If you don’t tell us, we could always ask Kenna,” Ben says, lifting his chin and glancing at me from the side.

      Panic rushes through me. “Please—don’t.”

      “Then tell us!” Ben laughs.

      I scowl. I hate that they cornered me like this. “We’re just—not on speaking terms.” They stare at me, looking even more excited than before. I sigh and decide to get this over with. “When I was ten, our parents got into this big fight that was never resolved. And now I’m not supposed to talk to her.”

      “Why wasn’t it resolved?” Ben asks.

      I stare at him flatly. There’s only one way to kill this conversation. “Because my dad left,” I say, yanking closed the zipper on my backpack. Ben and Xander stare at me solemnly. “So, congratulations. Now you know.”

      There’s an awkward silence. I knew there would be.

      “Sorry,” Ben says quietly.

      “It’s no big deal,” I say, “it’s just weird.”

      Xander leans forward and punches my arm. “Hey, we’ll do whatever’s best for you. If you see Kenna coming and you want to run in the opposite direction, you jump on back of “big red” and I’ll wheel you out of there.” He slaps the armrest of his wheelchair then mimics wheeling away at full speed.

      “That’s tempting,” I say.

      Ben jerks a thumb over his shoulder. “We should get some breakfast before the cafeteria closes. I want one of those giant cookies with sprinkles.”

      “I’m always up for starting the day with a bad choice,” Xander says, swinging his fist enthusiastically.

      As we make our way toward the cafeteria, the corners of my vision ripple with imaginary fireworks again. But this time they change color. I blink and try to shake off the weird sensation. The doctor said my head was fine, but he obviously missed something.

      The halls fill with students and an unusual number of them make eye contact with me. I grip the straps on my backpack a little tighter. Attention is never a good sign.

      A cluster of pink and purple hazes pulse over a group of girls standing near a window, going in and out of focus.

      I stop dead in my tracks and brace myself. Anything could happen. I catch my name drifting from their conversation. I recognize the pink streak in Gabriella’s hair as she stands with her back to me.

      “...couldn’t find them. When I did, Kenna sat all snuggled up next to him at the bottom of the dunes, sharing her flask with him, and like, staring into his eyes. I swear they were gonna kiss or something.”

      My heart pounds like a cannon exploding in my chest. The rush of giggling and gasping dies as the girls recognize me. Gabriella whirls around and appraises me without even a hint of guilt. Ben shoves against my arm, pushing me around the corner.

      We both stare at each other, unable to believe what we just heard. Why would she spread rumors about her best friend? Xander looks from Ben’s horrified face to mine, then breaks out laughing.

      “It’s not funny, Xander!” Ben says.

      This can’t be happening.

      “Oh, come on, people aren’t going to take her seriously.” Xander’s reassurance stings, but he’s right. People won’t believe Kenna would ever ditch someone like Blake for someone like me.

      “What’s going on in her head?” Ben asks, more to himself than anybody.

      “Questioning your preference in girls, are you?” Xander asks Ben.

      “Come on.” Ben rolls his eyes and turns back down the hall. But as I follow him, my heart sinks even lower into my shoes. Twenty feet away, straight down the hall, Kenna stands with her eyes fixed on her boyfriend, Blake Matthews. And making it even worse, there’s an emerald green cloud hovering above his head.

      The muscles in Blake’s jaw tighten, even though he looks like he’s trying to stay composed. I’ve never seen him mad before. He’s not much taller than me, but when he stands next to Kenna, I feel small.

      “Why did you follow that loser? You have some secret thing for him? Everyone’s talking about it.” Blake’s terse voice echoes down the hall.

      “Blake, that is not how it was,” Kenna says.

      “Gabby told me about what she saw.”

      A lump forms in my throat as Blake turns to walk away, the emerald haze drifting after him. Kenna grasps his arm, stopping him.

      “I never took you for a skank,” he says, pulling himself from her grasp.

      My blood simmers and the air surrounding me is so hot, I wouldn’t be surprised if the hall burst into flames.

      “Hey!” The sound of my own voice bounces off the walls, startling me. I contemplate taking Xander up on his offer to run. But Kenna’s pursed lips and red cheeks make me hesitate. In elementary school, that exact look was my cue to back her up.

      “I passed out and she came to help,” I say. “Maybe you should listen to her.”

      For a second, Blake doesn’t recognize me, but as he does, his eyes flash, reflecting the emerald green haze hovering beside him. He sets his jaw and walks away.

      Now there’s nothing standing between Kenna and me. Her eyes lock on mine, but instead of looking grateful that I stood up for her, she looks embarrassed.

      Once again, she turns around and flees in the other direction—away from Blake, and away from me. I shove my hands in my pockets and focus on the floor. Why did I get involved?

      I’m just glad that even with the emerald cloud, Blake left before he did anything to me. I’ve never stood up to someone with a color hovering around them before.

      “So, I take it he didn’t feel like running,” Xander says behind me.

      I’m an idiot. One thing’s for sure, next time I see Kenna Berlin, I am definitely going to run.

      “Come on, let’s go to class,” Ben says.

      I groan and cover my eyes with my hands realizing that my first period is science with Mr. Herrera, where I get to face Kenna and Blake all over again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I slide another quarter into the vending machine and stare at the bags of junk food. I’m not hungry; I’m stalling.

      Ben leans against the glass with his arms folded. “You’re going to make us late for class.”

      “Yeah. I’d love to ditch and all, but”—Xander points a thumb to his chest—“this guy is hanging on to a C as it is.”

      They’re right. I can’t put this off forever.

      I push a couple random buttons, and a bag of onion crisps drop into the tray.

      Ben wrinkles his nose. “Those are disgusting.”

      Xander shoves his wheelchair against my legs and swipes it from the dispenser. He squeezes the bag till it pops and takes a deep whiff. “Mmmm.”

      I pretend to gag. “Just don’t breathe anywhere near me.”

      Xander tosses a fried ring into his mouth as he turns his chair around. “Hey, I’ve got to stop all those girls from following me somehow.”

      I sniff and roll my eyes. “What girls?”

      Xander looks around in surprise. “See, its already working!”

      The door to the Mr. Herrera’s classroom is propped open, letting in the cool morning air and revealing Blake in his usual spot on the front row. Blake isn’t a front row kind of student, but Kenna is. Her desk next to him is empty.

      Well…not exactly empty.

      Blake’s emerald green cloud hovers over the top of her spot, like a grenade in the front of my classroom. It’s brighter and clearer than any color I’ve ever seen before.

      I plaster myself to the wall outside the door. “I can’t go in there.”

      Ben groans. “You’re acting like it’s the end of the world, Liam. Just go sit down. Everything will blow over soon.”

      I shake my head. “No, you don’t understand. Something very bad will happen to me if I go in there.”

      Ben looks at me with a mixture of sympathy and exasperation. “Look, Liam—if you act guilty, Blake is going to think he’s right. Do yourself and Kenna a favor and walk in there, confident that you don’t have anything to hide.”

      I want to argue with him, but the words get caught in my throat. How do I explain it’s not just about my feeling awkward, but the fact that there is a super clear, colorful shadow hovering in the front of the classroom that means something horrible is going to happen to me?

      The shell sinks lower in my backpack, as if suddenly gaining weight. There isn’t a way to explain everything going on with the shell, the colors—none of this.

      And Ben’s right. I don’t have to face off with Blake, but slinking away will only make things worse. So, I lift my chin, grip the straps on my backpack, and lead the way into the classroom.

      Blake pretends not to notice me as I make my way toward my seat. At least my desk is in the furthest possible corner from the emerald haze. Xander takes his place in the open spot right in front of me, and Ben sits in the desk next to him. I take off my backpack and slide it under my seat.

      Mr. Herrera sits at the front of the class behind his habitual mug of coffee, looking like he’s still worn out by yesterday’s field trip. Today there’s an additional three donuts sitting in front of him. With that much glaze, the guy will probably go into a sugar coma by third period. The sound of lethargic pages turning flutters throughout the room.

      I glance through the open door toward the grassy commons where Kenna walks across the lawn toward class, hugging her textbook like a security blanket. Every step she takes sinks me lower into my seat. Her gaze meets mine, and the rhythm of her steps falter.

      Xander turns around and taps his knuckles on top of my desk, jerking me back to attention. Mr. Herrera stares at me over his mug. Did he ask me a question? He sighs, sets down his coffee, then moves toward the TV, giving up on me. Xander rubs his nose to hide a smile.

      Kenna stops inside the doorway and glances at her empty desk next to Blake. Perhaps she’s having the same mental battle I had just a few moments ago. Blake tosses his jacket through the emerald cloud and onto her empty seat.

      His message is clear.

      Kenna stiffens, then stands taller. She delivers an orange note to Mr. Herrera’s desk, then turns back to the class with a look of determination on her face. I half expect her to throw Blake’s jacket on the floor and sit down anyway. But instead of looking at her desk or Blake, she looks at me.

      My heart smacks against my ribcage as she walks past her usual place and slides into the empty desk beside me. “I hope you don’t mind, boys. I’m going to sit here today.”

      Ben straightens in his seat. “Go right ahead.” He throws an excited glance back at me.

      I grip the sides of my desk, afraid I might fall out. Kenna, on the other hand, places her satchel on her desk, tosses her hair over her shoulder, and lets out a small huff of air as if shedding off the drama.

      Mr. Herrera turns the lights off and begins a movie. “Alright, everyone. Quiet.”

      I’m grateful for the distraction. It might be the only thing that gets me through this class with Kenna so close to me.

      I focus on the TV, but the emerald green cloud hovers directly in my line of vision, lighting the room with its poisonous glow. Next to the cloud, Blake turns around in his seat and glares at me. The green light reflects in his eyes, like he’s infected with it.

      Mr. Herrera is busy burying his face in his pile of donuts, so Ben turns around in his seat and whispers, “Nix texted and said you need a ride home after work,” he whispers. “I’ll be done with practice at five if that’s okay with you.”

      He looks at my white-knuckled grip on the desk and my clenched jaw, then raises an eyebrow.

      I lean forward, my eyes narrowed at the green cloud, and whisper so Kenna can’t hear me. “Thanks for the terrible advice telling me to come in here. I should have run when I had the chance instead of being stared down by a demon-eyed football player who wants to kill me.”

      Ben scrunches up his nose. “Well, if I give such bad advice, maybe you can ask someone else to drive you home.”

      Xander looks back and forth between us. “Whoa. Where’d all the sunshine go?”

      Ben glances at Kenna. The two of us are causing a scene in front of one of the most popular girls in school. She’s politely pretending not to notice.

      Xander follows my gaze, then smirks. He leans his cheek on his fist. “I see what’s going on here.”

      My stomach drops to the floor. Please don’t make this worse, Xander. I silently plead.

      “Come on, admit it, Liam. You’re upset Ben offered to drive you home because you don’t have a sweet ride like he does.”

      The tension inside me unravels a bit.

      Ben snorts. “You mean my cardboard box with wheels?”

      “Hey, that baby has a trunk. That’s more than Liam and I have.” Xander pulls out a wallet and flips it open. “Though, Liam should work on getting his driver’s license before anything else.” He displays my student ID card in the slot where a license should go.

      “How did you get that?” I whisper, swiping it back. Xander giggles a breathy laugh and wiggles his fingers near his face.

      “Quiet,” Mr. Herrera warns.

      Ben waits a few moments, then turns to Kenna. “Any clue why Gabby is such a drama queen?”

      Kenna purses her mouth and shakes her head.

      Would everyone just stop?

      Xander scratches under his chin, and I hope he’s coming to the rescue again. “I think the real question pressing on everyone’s mind is how you knew Liam snuck away from the group up on the dunes?”

      That was infinitely worse.

      I press my palms into my eyes, wanting to shut everything out.

      “I’m a summer lifeguard at the Lime Street Pool,” Kenna whispers. “Whenever I’m in a large group, my training to do visual scans kicks in. Even if there isn’t any water.”

      Mr. Herrera pauses the video. “If you four in the corner don’t stop talking, I’m docking all of your grades.”

      Xander finally pretends to become interested in the film, and Ben sinks low in his seat. Kenna continues to sit up with perfect posture, eyes fixed on the TV.

      I’ve always wondered what it would be like to become friends with her again. But now that she’s here, I want to get as far away from her as I can.

      The minutes trickle by, giving me far too much time to question what is more terrifying—the girl sitting next to me, the emerald cloud at the front of the classroom, or the embarrassing things my friends might say in front of her?

      Finally, the bell rings and half the class leaves before Mr. Herrera turns the lights back on.

      Kenna pulls her satchel onto her shoulder as she stands up. “Thanks for letting me sit with you guys.”

      “Anytime.” Xander winks at her.

      Kenna smiles and shakes her head. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      The idea of her sitting with us through first period all over again makes my head hurt even worse.

      As Kenna glides out the door, I close my eyes. “That was horrible.”

      “Whatever. I think you just turned things around for yourself. I mean, she sat by you, talked to you, kept staring at you…” Xander sighs, long and drawn out. Enough to gain attention from Mr. Herrera. “What a babe.”

      I bristle. “She didn’t stare at me.”

      “True. You were too busy staring at her to give her a chance,” Xander says.

      I groan. Was I that obvious? “Look, it was the last seat left in the room. She had no other choice. That’s all.” I look to Ben for backup. But Ben is quiet, his eyebrows pinched together in thought.

      Xander slaps his armrests with both hands. “Liam, can we just appreciate for a moment that a nice, cute, normal girl chose to sit in the back with us?”

      I shake my head and walk around him. I need to get out of here.

      As soon as I turn the corner, Blake grabs my arm and sandwiches me between him and the wall, his face just inches away from mine. The corner of the shoe box inside my backpack digs into my shoulder blades.

      Blake scowls at me. “You don’t get to steal my girlfriend that easily.”

      “No. You threw her away.” I try to stay focused on Blake’s intense gaze, but my eyes keep flitting to the emerald haze over his shoulder.

      Ben steps up next to us and tries to break us apart. “Blake, let him go.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you, track freak,” Blake says, not looking away from me. His fingers dig deeper into my arm.

      I try to break away from his grasp, but he only holds on tighter.

      “Kenna is just trying to make you jealous,” Ben says, catching Blake’s attention this time.

      A feverish shudder runs through my body as the emerald light above Blake flickers in his eyes.

      What is it doing in his eyes?

      I use the leverage I have against the wall and shove my foot against Blake’s shin. His foot slides out from beneath him and he stumbles, wringing the front of my shirt tighter in his clenched fingers. I try to break away, but Blake’s football training is too much for me. He shoves me toward the ground. I wince as the hard cement comes at me for the second day in a row.

      “Matthews!” Principle Riley’s voice echoes across the quad behind me.

      As I hit the ground, the entire world as I know it rips into pieces.

      The pale, sun-bleached shades of Sultana’s campus shatter into the most radiant colors I have ever seen, like light filtering through a stained-glass window. I lay on the cement for a moment, dazed by the fall, trying to shake off the strange effect around me. But this time, it doesn’t disappear. I lift my hand toward my face, and my skin reflects shades of backwoods green, then transforms to pool blue as I move my fingers through the air.

      Principle Riley’s chastising voice warbles in the background as I push myself onto my knees and look around the quad.

      An enormous palace floats thirty feet in the air above the sports complex. Dozens of radiant houses pile on top of each other, forming a gravity-defying structure. Sunlight passes through the arrangement as if the walls are made of translucent gems. Tropical trees and vines hang over marble-railed balconies, and over-the-top furnishings shimmer on the other side of their ornate windows.

      But the most shocking sight is how the hazy colors from this morning are no longer shapeless clouds. They are—I don’t know what they are. People? But with glowing skin and elaborate clothing, flying through the air above campus.

      My ears ring, and I can’t get my hands to unclench. I stumble unsteadily to my feet. What is wrong with me? Why are things so much worse than before?

      Then, as soon as it appeared, the vision flickers out of existence, sucking me back into reality. I blink in surprise, staring at the plain old sky above me.

      I reach up to my forehead, wincing as I touch the bruise from the field trip. First the dust devil, then the teenage intruder inside my room, and now this? All morning I’ve wanted to run—run away from Gabby, Kenna, and Blake. But I can’t run away from what’s inside my own head.

      Someone lays a hand on my shoulder, and all the tension in my body unwinds. I turn around and punch Ben right in the jaw.
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      I slump down in my chair outside the principal’s office. My ears are still throbbing from Principal Riley’s lecture. He excused Ben and me to wait in the hall for our tardy slips, but Blake stayed behind. Even though Principal Riley’s office door is closed, his deep voice echoes through the wall as he shouts at Blake. “…keep that aggression on the field young man, or you'll find yourself banned from even sitting in the bleachers!”

      Sitting in awkward silence with Ben gives me enough time to realize I might be crazy.

      “How’s your face?” I ask Ben.

      He shifts the ice pack on his jaw and grunts. He still won’t look at me.

      First, I accused him of giving me terrible advice, and now this. I’m not exactly winning at this whole “best friend” thing today.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.” I rub my hands together and glance sheepishly up at him.

      Ben frowns. “You were staring at the sun and drooling.”

      “I didn’t realize... I never would have punched you,” I sigh. “Do you really think Kenna was just trying to make Blake jealous?”

      “Why else would she sit with us?” Ben asks, flatly.

      The Kenna I remember wouldn’t use anyone like that, but the truth is, I don’t know anything about who she is now. I only know the eleven-year-old version of her. Whatever her reason, one thing is obvious—Kenna isn’t anything but trouble.

      The door opens, and Blake storms past, avoiding our gazes. The emerald cloud drifting behind him hesitates in front of me for a moment before following him out the door. I watch it with a newfound fear, imagining the human-like forms I saw earlier in the commons area outside. Is that what’s really hidden inside the haze.

      Principal Riley stands in front of me with his arms folded, scrutinizing Blake as he walks away. The principal seems winded from his bout with him. He gives me a stern glance, then turns back to his office. “Get to class, boys.”

      The registrar brings us both tardy slips, and as we step out of the office, Ben turns to me, still looking peeved. “Meet me after track, and I’ll drive you home.”
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        * * *

      

      I manage to avoid bumping into Blake and Kenna for the rest of the day. After eighth period, I head to the janitorial office to pick up my cleaning assignment—a set of bathrooms near the sports complex.

      The job usually doesn’t take long, but I’m too distracted and sore to keep up with my normal pace. It doesn’t take long for the bleach filled air to burn at the back of my throat, so I open a window to let the place air out.

      The aroma of fresh cut grass and sweat drifts across the soccer field. A puff of dust rises into the air as two players spill over Nix. His teammates aren’t making his job of defending the goal easy for him. They’re sloppy on their passes, leaving too much space between themselves and the ball. They’d likely be losing their scrimmage by a lot more if they didn’t have him as goalie. My legs ache to run with them. The hot dusty air is where I belong. Not in this bleach-filled bathroom.

      Last year, I tried out for the junior varsity team and made it, but the other teams always had it in for me. After a few accidents, I sat out for the season. Nix and I agreed benching my soccer career was probably best for Mom’s nerves anyway.

      Once I finish my duties, I close the window and wheel the cleaning cart back to the custodial closet. I’m the last to check out today.

      I head toward the field where Ben and the rest of the track team complete their cool down stretches and easily pick out Ben in his bright orange running shorts. He was so hopeful his trend would take off, but he’s still the only one in tangerine.

      He touches his toes one last time, then says goodbye to the girls around him. I smile. At least he’s trying to move on from his infatuation with Gabriella. Before he can escape, his coach pulls him over and hands him a note. Ben drops his head back, annoyed.

      “What’s up?” I ask as he approaches me.

      Ben waves the piece of paper in the air near his face and squints his eyes. “He wants me to run this to Coach Bingham by the bleachers. Seriously, hasn’t he heard of texting?”

      “What’s texting?” I tilt my head to the side innocently.

      Ben shakes his head. “I’m pretty sure you’re the only teenager in the United States who has to share a dinosaur phone with his brother.”

      As we near the bleachers, my steps become less confident. The football team runs up and down the stadium steps with multiple colors hovering over them.

      I stop. “I’ll just hang out here if you don’t mind.”

      Ben wipes his wrist along his chin, sweeping away a bead of sweat. “Why? So you can avoid Blake?”

      I exhale and look away. Last time I criticized his advice, it only made things between us worse. But I can’t blame him for his bad mood. I did punch him, after all.

      Ben lifts his arms in exasperation, then lets them fall again. “Come on, Liam, Blake’s like a dog. He can smell fear. If you act scared, it’ll give him more confidence to pick on you.”

      I shift the straps of my backpack on my shoulders. “That’s easy for you to say. You’re not a target. You can wear what you want, be loud, try new things, draw attention, and you never get punished for it. If I step out of line for a second, someone finds the opportunity to pounce. It’s always been that way. I always rub kids the wrong way. Even if they’re nice to almost everyone else, like Blake, they find a reason not to like me.”

      Ben rolls his eyes, and they flicker ghostly gray. I stiffen. The light pulses like a smoldering ember in his iris, almost undetectable, but unnerving to find in my best friend.

      He sighs, giving up. “I’ll meet you by my car.”

      There’s no way I’m letting a color take over my best friend, so I scurry after him. But as I fall into step beside him, he obviously doesn’t want to talk. I don’t want to push him and make the gray in his eyes flash even brighter.

      The closer we get to the field, the stronger it smells like mildew and body odor. Football players thunder up and down the bleachers while Ben delivers his note. Coach Bingham glances at it, then motions for him to wait while he writes back. Ben drops his head on his chest melodramatically.

      At the base of the bleachers, a group of boys huddle together, whispering. Blake stands in the center of them, eyeing me hatefully. I probably reek of fear like they reek of old gym socks. It’s stupid for me to even be here. But I’ve got to make things right with Ben so the gray in his eyes will disappear.

      My back sweats against my backpack, and my cheeks burn bright red. Great. Now I definitely look guilty. Coach Bingham yells at the huddle of players to get moving, and they all glare at me as they start up the steps.

      The longer I stand here, the hotter my backpack grows, like there’s a portable heater inside. Smoke seeps through the zipper and drifts over my shoulder.

      I panic. Can anyone else see this?

      The smoke grows thicker, and I smell burning cardboard. Ben is still waiting for Coach Bingham to finish his note, so I dart under the bleachers to investigate. The metal stairs above me squeak and rattle from the football team stomping up and down them. As I toss my backpack to the ground, the synthetic fabric melts, shrinking like plastic wrap around a package.

      I yank the metal zipper back, burning my fingertips again. Inside, the shoebox is one giant ember. Chunks of glowing cardboard drift away in the afternoon wind. Inside, thick blue smoke swirls around the surface of the shell.

      Suddenly, a deafening boom reverberates through the metal above me. I duck my head and raise my arms in self-defense. Someone laughs. Blake’s best friend, Carter, peers through the slats in the bleachers.

      “Do it again, do it again,” Carter says to his teammates. They jump simultaneously, creating a metallic crack like thunder as they land.

      “You idiots!” Coach Bingham yells. There’s a moment of muffled laughter, then a squeal of metal grinding against metal. One corner of the bleachers groans and drops away from the support beams. Feet scramble above me. The structure trembles as pressure builds. Footsteps rumble down the steps, making things worse.

      One player trips and rolls off the sagging side, crumpling onto the dirt with a sickening thud.

      I snap to my senses and pick up what’s left of my smoldering backpack. I don’t make it more than a few steps when the bleachers break loose and begin to fall. Time slows down as I realize I’m about to die. The curb where Mom drops us off every morning is just a few feet away.

      Dust flies in my face, and I close my eyes, hoping death won’t hurt too badly.

      My ears fill with the most horrible screeching I’ve ever heard in my life, and there’s a loud pop like glass shattering.

      But for some reason, as the seconds pass, I’m still alive.

      I peek through my fingers at the dirt floating through the air. It’s so thick I can barely breathe. A twisted bleacher rests a few inches from my face with jutting, metal shrapnel protruding in every direction. Horrified, I scramble backwards but find myself blocked by another obstacle.

      A car.

      Wedged between the bleachers and the ground is a sizzling, silver Ford truck. The hood of the car created a gap just large enough to shelter me. The front grill is wrapped in chain link fencing, like a fish caught in a net. I shake at the unrealistic odds and scramble through the twisted rails into the sunlight.

      The first thing I see when I stand up in the open air is Ben running toward me. Everyone watches in silence as I emerge from the twisted heap of bleachers.

      Coach Bingham scrambles toward the truck, yelling for someone to call an ambulance. The hood is pinned, but only part of the cab is smashed. A woman with hair whipped across her face is trapped behind the deflating airbags. Ben grabs my shoulders, and though his lips move, I can’t hear him.

      The only thing I can focus on is Blake standing on the other side of the bleachers. His mouth is pinched tight and his eyes flash emerald green.
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      I sit on the curb while sirens echo across the field. A fire truck shimmers like an illusion as it crosses the hot pavement toward us. Seconds later, Coach Bingham points to me, and I’m cornered by some paramedics. I catch their confused glances as they wipe away the dust and find my already bruised forehead. Unable to find any new injuries, the medics release me and focus instead on the kid who fell off the bleachers. As they move him onto a stretcher, his leg twists at an odd angle. It’s definitely broken.

      I’m surrounded by what could pass as a disaster scene in an apocalyptic movie. To my left, firefighters climb onto the car with a giant pair of pruning shears and clip metal away from the roof. On my right, the chain link fence between the sports complex and the road is mangled and pulled from its posts. The truck crashed through it and careened toward the bleachers. Straight toward where I stood.

      The woman behind the steering wheel mutters loudly. “It had a mind of its own. I couldn’t control it.”

      My mouth goes dry. Things like this don’t happen. But neither do dust devils made of blue smoke, or disappearing intruders, or shells that catch on fire…

      The shell. Oh no!

      I scurry over the flattened aluminum seats to look for my backpack.

      A firefighter grabs me by the arm. “Hold it, you can’t mess around here.”

      “My backpack is down there,” I say.

      He sniffs. “Priorities, kid, there’s a lady stuck in her car.” A volcano of sparks erupts from the Ford as they melt the door off.

      Someone puts their hand on my back. “Come on, Liam.” Ben pats my shoulder and nods at the fireman. The hint of glowing gray in his eyes is gone. I sigh in relief. Me almost dying seems to have chased away any grudge he felt.

      As the fireman walks away, Ben ducks his head and whispers. “Dude, every girl on the track team is drooling over these guys. Do they have to flex so much?”

      I smile halfheartedly, glad things between us are back to normal, but also wondering how on earth I will get to my backpack.

      Ben surveys the carnage, then scratches the back of his neck. “Seriously Liam, for being the unluckiest person I know, you sure are the luckiest person I know.”

      Just then, a white van with “Channel 12” printed on the side and a satellite on top pulls into the parking lot.

      “Oh, my gosh. Oh, my gosh!” Ben whispers.

      My stomach tightens. Whatever happens, I can’t be on the news. Mom can’t know about what almost happened here.

      “We need to go,” I say, backing up, my eyes darting from left to right, looking for Nix.

      Ben whirls on me with his hands spread out wide. “You’re not serious! If we stay, we could be on TV!”

      I shake my head. “Have fun, I’ll walk home.”

      Ben looks conflicted as he weighs the choice of fame or friendship. He sighs and pulls his keys out of his pocket. “With your luck, you’d get run over by a semi on the way.”

      “With my luck, I’d survive it too,” I say, smiling.

      Just then, a firefighter pulls something lumpy and scorched from beneath the bleachers.

      “Hey! That’s mine,” I say, darting forward. The man drops the bag into my arms. The fabric is stiff and crackly, like a bunch of autumn leaves. The white shell peeks through the scarred holes in the sides.

      When I turn around, Nix is facing me, his eyes wide.

      “Let’s go,” I mutter, pushing past him. We sneak away while the news team sets up their cameras.
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        * * *

      

      Ben drops Nix and me off at home then rushes back to the school to hopefully catch some camera time. The moment I step inside, Nix turns on me, his arms folded across his chest. “Are you going to tell Mom what happened?”

      I look down at myself. Other than being covered in dirt, I don’t have any new injuries. “Tell her what? That I need to take a shower?”

      Nix’s face turns red. “You need to tell her, Liam!”

      I duck my chin back in confusion. “Yesterday you agreed I shouldn’t stress her out.”

      “Yeah, and that went over so well.” He turns and heads into the kitchen.

      I follow him. “Wait, you’re mad?”

      “Of course I’m mad!” Nix shouts. “I’m mad that you were in the wrong place at the wrong time again. I mean, who gets a concussion, gets beat up, is nearly crushed by bleachers, and hit by a car in the space of forty-eight hours?”

      His scowl softens, and his lips press into a disappointed line. “You’re doing something wrong, Liam, and it’s got to stop.”

      Does he honestly think all these things are my fault?

      “Nix, these accidents just happen to me. I didn’t do anything irresponsible or dangerous.”

      He groans and turns back toward the kitchen.

      I narrow my eyes and follow him. “What do you want me to do? Get a food taster? Live in an iron lung?”

      Nix yanks open the pantry door. “You’re being asinine.”

      I point to my chest. “I’m being asinine? Do you realize you just blamed me for being in the wrong place at the wrong time? Why would you even say something like that?”

      He spins around to face me. “Because I don’t get to make mistakes!”

      My mouth drops open. Get to? Does he think my accidents are some sort of privilege? How do I even argue with something so stupid? I’d gladly give all my accidents over to him if he wanted.

      I back away toward my room, grabbing the remnants of my backpack as I go. I can’t believe he thinks I’m doing these things on purpose. I rip my dusty shirt off and drop it on the floor outside the bathroom.

      “Clean up your own freaking mess for once, Liam!” Nix yells.

      I slam the bathroom door on him.

      Grasping the sides of the sink, I study my face in the mirror. Although the paramedic crew tried their best to clean me up, they mostly just smeared things around. I shower off, the layer of dust turning the water murky brown. Everything Nix said runs laps around my head, making me more and more angry. I dry my face with a hand towel and toss it on the floor, just to spite him.

      I haul the remnants of my backpack from the entryway, retreat to my room, and drop the shell onto my bed. I try to take calming breaths, but the shock of Nix’s accusation is too much. I always go to Nix when I need to talk. But it’s clear now that after years of being there for me, Nix doesn’t understand anymore.
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        * * *

      

      We make it through a silent dinner, then I work on my homework while Mom does dishes. Nix turns on the TV, and I’m grateful for the noise. If it were quiet, the tension between us might explode.

      My mind is too jumbled to focus on my homework—Kenna, the teen in my room, the burning shell, colors flickering in people’s eyes, the palace at school, the accidents, Nix’s accusations… The list just keeps getting longer.

      Mom’s cell phone chirrups with an incoming email, and she steps away from the sink. Her forehead wrinkles in confusion as she stares at the phone. “Liam, what is this?”

      But before I can investigate, her attention is drawn to the TV as the mangled remains of Sultana’s football stadium blare in bright colors on the screen. My heart drops into my stomach. I look to Nix for help, but he just sends me a glare that speaks loud and clear.

      He’s done keeping my secrets.

      A news anchor in a purple blouse describes the scene. “Sultana High’s bleachers collapsed today during routine football drills. Liam Covington, a Junior at Sultana High School, rested under the structure as it fell. But an accidental hero saved him from tragedy.”

      I glance at Mom’s rigid back as the reporter continues to expose me.

      “Patricia Lemos claims her vehicle involuntarily drove onto school property, creating a wedge that protected Liam from two-thousand pounds of metal.”

      Nix clicks the television off, intentionally too late.

      Mom turns to me with wide eyes. “Were you planning on telling me about this?” she asks in a breathy voice.

      I look down, my face burning hot with frustration. I can’t believe Nix set me up.

      “Why don’t you talk to me about these things, Liam?” Mom asks, stomping her foot against the plywood floor.

      I don’t look at her. “Because you’re so stressed out with everything. If I add one more thing to your plate, you’ll break.”

      “You think you’re helping me by hiding the truth?” She holds up her cell phone. “You think getting an email from your school about getting bullied and punching your best friend is better than telling me face to face? Is letting me discover that you almost died by watching the news better than breaking it to me gently?”

      Nix nods his head in agreement, and my embarrassment turns hot again.

      “Liam, keeping secrets and lying to me is a million times worse.”

      Deep inside I know I ought to apologize. I shouldn’t turn this around on her. But all the frustration and anxiety and confusion are too much to shove back down.

      “You want me to stop keeping secrets? Mom, how many things are you protecting me from? You’ve got secrets of your own.”

      Mom pinches her mouth shut, and fear flickers behind her eyes. Her guilt confirms that I’m right.

      “We don’t talk about plenty of things. Like, where is Dad? What was the fight with Kenna Berlin’s parents all about?” I try to reel in my frustrations, but now that they’re spilling out, I can’t stop them from gushing all over the place. “I keep secrets because that’s just what we do in this family.”

      Mom pins her fists to her sides and answers me with silence. I step around her and escape to my room.

      Before I even close my door, a drawer slams in the kitchen. Mom isn’t a crier, she’s a flinger. The week after Dad left, she smashed all the dirty dishes in the sink, and we ate off paper plates for six months.

      I press my palms against my eyes. I hate keeping secrets, but I don’t know how else to protect her. It’s the way our family functions. It’s what keeps us from self-destruction.

      I’m tired from the drama at school, from the adrenaline of almost dying, but most of all, the emotional stress of my family. The best thing I could do right now is sleep.

      I cross to my bed where the shell rests in the remains of my backpack. As I pick it up to move it to the floor, it heats up in my hands.

      No no no!

      Midnight blue smoke pours from the tip, and I drop it to the ground. It rolls across the carpet and comes to a stop in front of my desk. The smoke grows thicker and gathers in the corner of my room, forming a dark silhouette.

      All thoughts scatter from my head as the mist turns solid, forming the arms, chest, and fiery eyes of the boy who stood in my room last night.
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      The boy hovers a few inches above my floor. Flashes of light ripple beneath his midnight blue skin, illuminating the tattooed patterns that crawl up the side of his neck and bald scalp.

      I reach behind me onto the desk, pick up a ceramic mug, and throw it at his head. His eyes widen, and the cup flies through his face as if sailing through a puff of smoke. But, before it shatters against the wall behind him, he turns and raises his hand. The mug stops in mid-air, then floats to the floor without making a sound.

      When he turns back around to face me, he holds his finger over his lips.

      “Don’t attack me again. They’ll hear.” His eyes glance at the door. There’s another bang on the other side.

      I fall back against my desk. This hallucination is talking to me. It’s talking. My brain just keeps digging me in deeper and deeper.

      The boy rubs his wrists nervously, and he drifts forward until he hovers above the shell. Swirling wisps of smoke still trail out the twisted end of the fossil. What have I been carting around with me this whole time?

      I point to my door and whisper harshly, “Get out. Whatever you are, you have no right to be here.”

      He sniffs. “Believe me, I’d rather be back on the dunes.” Then his entire demeanor changes. His eyebrows furrow and he straightens up, as if mustering his courage. “My patience with you wears thin—boy.” He winces, like he isn’t comfortable with such an assertive tone. “You plucked me from my home, carted me around that dreadful school of yours, and hid me in an undistinguished paper box. You’ve endangered the shell too many times. You must return me to my rightful place.”

      He looks so much less threatening than he did last night when I woke up with him hovering over me. I take in the rippling light beneath his midnight blue skin.

      “What are you?”

      The boy raises his chin, his glowing stare burning through my own gaze. “You aren’t listening. I command you to return the shell back to the desert where you found it.”

      “You command me?” I scoff.

      His face darkens. “I am the servant of the shell, and I will do whatever it takes to protect it. I tried to warn you at the dunes that I wasn’t one to be trifled with, but I should have used more force. You can be sure I won’t make the same mistake again.”

      My mouth falls open as I remember the blue smoke that coaxed me toward the shell in the first place. “You could have killed me out there with that sandy cyclone! I hit my head…” I motion to my still healing goose egg.

      The boy rolls his eyes. “I’m hardly the first jinni to mess with you.”

      Jinni? I shake my head. “Now I know I’m going crazy.”

      The jinni boy folds his arms and taps his fingers on his bicep. “Oh, come on. You’re not that ignorant. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have kept this collection.” He points to my souvenir shelf and one by one, the odds and ends come to life, glowing vibrantly. The penny glows red like a fiery coal. The baseball bat shimmers a bright, aluminum gray. Each color looks the same as the first time I saw it. Traumatic flashbacks swirl around me faster than the cyclone on the dunes.

      “The colors—those are—jinnis?” I ask.

      “Jinn, yes,” he corrects me.

      The green in Blake’s eyes, the pink in Gabriella’s hair… Suddenly a thought strikes me, and I turn around. “You saved my life today.”

      The boy drifts backwards, the light in his arms pulsing more rapidly, as if his fiery heart rate just went up. “I—I owe you nothing. I was protecting the shell and you were merely close enough to benefit.”

      I hold up my hands. “Whoa, whoa. I’m not accusing you of anything. I just wanted to say thank you.”

      His eyebrow shoots up, and he stops backing away. For as hard as he’s trying to be commanding, he sure is jumpy.

      I take a careful step forward. “Without you, I’d be smashed under two-thousand pounds of metal right now.”

      He rubs his wrist again. “I—I want nothing to do with you and your curse.”

      A knot forms in my throat. “Curse? What curse?”

      The boy licks his lips then creeps forward timidly. He reaches his hand out and waves it over my arm. Warmth spreads through my muscles, and my skin glows with a ruddy tangerine. Just like him, it looks as if fire runs like spiderwebs underneath my skin.

      I sniff. It’s just another illusion, like the smoke filling my room, or the palace I saw at school. But the longer I look at my arm, the more I sense a warmth spreading through me. A warmth that’s always existed, making me run a little feverish every day, enabling me to see colors that no one else can.

      The smile slips from my face. “What’s going on? Why am I glowing?” I rub my hand over my skin. 

      The boy looks up at me with wide, shimmering eyes. “You carry a jinni light within you. It sustains you from a time when you should have died long ago.”

      What? When I should have died?

      “When did I almost die?”

      The jinni sighs and waves his hand over my arm again, erasing the glow beneath my skin. “None of that matters. All that this means is that the shell will never be safe with you. You have to take me back.”

      I laugh. “Are you kidding? You could change everything.”

      The jinni tenses, throwing light onto the walls that resembles blue flames crawling up the ceiling. I glance at the melted backpack. He’s obviously capable of starting a fire. Time to backtrack.

      I wave my hands. “No, no. I mean—you’re the first explanation I’ve ever had concerning all of this.” I point to my souvenir pile. “No one has ever believed me, let alone given me answers.”

      He scowls. “I’m not here to save you.”

      I bite my bottom lip. There has to be a way to get more answers from him. “Then let me help you. I mean, why go back? What could you possibly want out there in the middle of the desert?”

      The jinni glances at the pure white shell in the middle of my carpet. “My solitary wish is for the shell to remain hidden.”

      “I can keep you hidden. I can do whatever you want,” I say confidently.

      A sly smile registers in the corner of his mouth. “You would serve me?”

      I hesitate. Isn’t this supposed to work the other way around? He could be taking advantage of me. But if I can learn more about this grudge the jinn have against me, it’s worth it. Right?

      “Yes,” I say, wincing.

      He lifts his chin again and folds his arms, looking like he’s trying to copy a gesture he learned from someone much older than himself. “Fine. I’ll make you a deal. If you do my bidding, I will give you the ability to protect yourself against the jinn world.”

      I straighten and hold out my hand to shake. “Deal.”

      He eyes my hand, but doesn’t try to take it. “Here is my first request. In your mother’s bedroom you’ll find a wooden box in the upper right corner of her closet. Get the box, and then we’ll talk.”

      He waits for me to obey.

      I shove my hands in my pockets and raise my chin to match his own stubborn streak. “It’s not exactly fair to serve you when I have no clue what I’m getting in return.”

      He purses his lips. “Earlier today, I gave you a glimpse of the jinn world, hoping you would think the shell was cursed and get rid of it. So long as you protect the shell, I will continue to give you the gift of sight.”

      I think of how eerie the shapeless clouds felt once I knew there were human forms hidden behind them. Seeing the jinn world clearly could change everything.

      I nod. “Alright. But I also want to ask you questions about all this. I can’t fight what I don’t understand.”

      The jinni’s eyes widen. “Fight them? I’m giving you the ability to see them so you can avoid them, not antagonize them.”

      “Running from my problems only empowers my enemies,” I say, repeating what Ben told me outside Mr. Herrera’s classroom.

      He narrows his eyes and taps his fingers against his bicep. “I hoped you would be more inclined toward self-preservation than this.”

      I stare at him defiantly. “I don’t like being manipulated.”

      He looks conflicted. “If they realize you can see them clearly, things will get worse for you.”

      I look up at him with wide eyes. Worse? “And you think it’s a good idea to give me this ability?”

      “I will train you. But for now—fulfill my request.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but the jinni disappears in a flash of smoke.

      I guess that’s his way of saying he’ll have nothing more to do with me unless I follow through with my end of the deal.

      Mom is still slamming cupboards in the kitchen, so I should have at least a few minutes to slip into her room unnoticed.

      Mismatched bed sheets hang from her walls like thin tapestries, attempting to cover the barren house-frame. The rest of the walls are crammed with bookshelves, dressers, a rocking chair, bed, and a standing mirror, attempting to normalize the space and make you forget that it’s actually an abandoned construction zone. I don’t come in here often, let alone go digging through her closet.

      She has way too much stuff crammed in here. While Mom is neat and tidy around the house, when it comes to closets, she’s a storage hoarder. It’s like looking at a giant game of Tetris made out of plastic containers, shoeboxes, and vacuum-sealed bags.

      Just like the jinni said, I find a wooden box, just big enough to fit the shell inside. It takes some maneuvering to wedge it out of its place. The polished redwood is lined with black velvet inside and has an inscription burned into the underside of the lid.

      
        
        To Leanna,

        A safe place to keep our memories

        and a lifetime to fill it.

        - Carl

      

      

      The box is empty.

      I clench the box, wishing my fingers would shatter the wood. This note hits me almost as hard as finding a jinni in my bedroom.

      Mom kept this. With all the purging of Dad’s stuff, this stayed behind. I thought I was the only one holding on to him, but this box says I’m not alone.

      Why doesn’t she talk about Dad? Did she think it would be easier to forget him if she never brought him up? Didn’t she ever think that maybe I needed...

      I stop my train of thought and close my eyes.

      Not now.

      I have to figure out what the jinni’s gift will do and what I saw at school today. Not rehash all the frustration I’ve felt over the last few years. I tuck the emotions back into the deep place where they usually hide and march back to my room.

      As I close the door, the jinni appears again. There’s an excited gleam in his eye as he sees the box in my hands.

      I set the box down beside the shell and place my hand on the lid. I hesitate. I don’t want to open it and see Dad’s inscription blaring up at me again.

      “If you withhold your portion of the agreement, I won’t be able to bestow mine,” the jinni says above me.

      I sigh. I need this ability. It will drive me crazy to think there are jinn all around me where I can’t see.

      I open the lid and lay the shell into the wooden box, tucking tissues around the corners so it sits securely. Once I’m done, I hold the package out for the jinni to inspect.

      He smiles, satisfied. Raising his hand, a small storm cloud appears above his palm.

      I stand up straight and pin my hands to my sides, readying myself for his “gift.”

      The cloud trails toward me in a thin strand, wrapping around my head. The smoke sears through my skull, scalding my brain.

      I glue my arms to my sides, taking the “gift,” hoping this isn’t the jinni’s way of tricking me into being barbecued without a fight. Not that I could do much about it if I wanted to at this point.

      Slowly my room reappears until I can make out the subtle smirk on the jinni’s face. I glance at myself in the mirror next to my closet.

      The jinni wipes his hands together and smiles. “I look forward to working with you.”

      He nods as if saying goodbye, but I hold out a hand. “Wait! One more thing before you leave.”

      The boy eyes me impatiently.

      I shove my hands in my pockets. “Do you have a name?”

      He hesitates, like he hasn’t thought about it in a long time. “Gideon,” he says with a smile, then extinguishes like a star blinking out in the early twilight.

      My emotions tear me in two directions. One half is thrilled to know I haven’t been hallucinating all these years. The other half is terrified out of my mind at what I just discovered.

      Now that I’m alone, I sprawl on my bed and let this new reality sink in. The clues to the jinn world were there all along, I just didn’t realize what they meant. All the colorful silhouettes in my memory were snapshots of each time a jinni attacked me. I knew the colors mattered, I just didn’t know what they were.

      My brain is on complete overload. Could there really be a jinni trapped inside me? All these years, I thought the universe hated me because something was wrong with me. For the first time, I have a glimpse that it has nothing to do with me.

      And now, maybe, I have a way of making things right.
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      The empty halls at school seem longer than normal. I raise an eyebrow and look behind me. Why is Sultana so empty? What time is it? I don’t remember how I even got here.

      The teal walls on either side of me begin to change color, as if gigantic raindrops of paint drip from the ceiling; turtle green, eggplant purple, milky white.

      I take a few steps forward, admiring the cool effect. I reach out to touch the wall.

      “Stop!” a voice shouts, and the colors freeze in place. I whirl around and find Gideon floating toward me.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, glancing around, worried that someone might see me talking to myself. Luckily, the halls are still empty.

      He motions to the wall. “You cannot acknowledge an illusion or the jinn will know.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Illusion?”

      “The colors, the palaces, anything that doesn’t belong in your world. If it is bright or extravagant, it belongs to the jinn. It isn’t a part of your world. You are not supposed to know about it.”

      He disappears into thin air, and the walls resume their rippling effect. I scrunch up my nose.

      What is going on here? The bell rings, and my eyes bug out of my head as the hall floods with students. Jinn float above us, invisible to everyone but me.

      I fall against the wall as a lemon-yellow woman glides between the gaps in the crowd. Her ruffled dress swims with a portrait of summer waves glinting underneath a vivid sunset. A grass-green man soars above the crowd in a suit made of purple television static. A flock of jinn women with unreasonable, cascading curls saunter past. Some of the men have beards, cut into sharp styles I’ve never seen before. It’s like I’m walking between sets at a movie studio.

      I recognize the shades—jade, cherry, lavender. These are the colors that haunt me at school.

      My gaze darts back and forth through the crowd while my head whirls at the idea of another world surrounding us. Gideon said they’d make things worse if they ever figure out I can see them, so I try to pull myself together.

      My back is too stiff, and my hands clench at my sides as I stumble against the flow of students. What period is it? What class am I supposed to go to? Why can’t I remember?

      Ben walks past me without even saying hello. Ahead of me, Kenna talks to Gabriella, as if everything is back to normal. They giggle, and a frilly pink jinni above them whispers into Gabriella’s ear. She spins in the air like a figure skater, darting around their heads. The way the fluff of her dress trails after her mesmerizes me.

      “Stop!” Gideon shouts again, and the entire world freezes once more. I whirl around, trying to find him in the crowd. How did he freeze time?

      Gideon hovers next to a frozen jinni just a few feet away from me and points to his face. The jinni’s head is cocked to the side in curiosity. “Eight seconds. That’s how long you lasted before this jinni became suspicious of you.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask, spinning in a circle, surrounded by a world stopped in its tracks. “How is any of this happening?”

      “I told you I would train you,” Gideon says. “Pay attention. I am going to make sure you do not get yourself killed tomorrow at school.”

      I stare at him in total confusion. “I’m already at school…”

      Gideon sighs in exasperation. “We are in a dream, Liam. Now try again.”

      He vanishes, and everyone in the hall resumes moving. A dream? Training? Seriously?

      I shake my head and try to focus on the ground. It’s the only way I can keep my eyes from trailing after the flamboyant jinn and the paint splattered walls.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch something huge flying at my head and I flinch, ducking down and raising my hands to protect myself. Everything freezes again. I look up at a jinni stopped in midair over my head.

      “You cannot look at the ground. You must heed everything. If you flinch when the jinn move, they will know you can see them. Now try again.”

      “This is impossible!” I shout. But Gideon doesn’t answer. I sigh and drop my hands to my sides. “Fine.” I nod and stare ahead, waiting for everything to start moving again. This time I walk with my eyes focused straight in front of me, not letting them move around for any reason.

      “Do not stare at them straight on. Use your peripheral vision,” Gideon whispers in my mind. I walk forward, trying to observe them discreetly. This is hard. And exhausting.

      A magenta jinni trails after a girl I don’t recognize. “Why do they follow people like that? In fact, why are there jinn at my high school at all?”

      “The jinn prefer to live in the heat, and I assume they are congregating where they can have the most influence,” Gideon says.

      “Do the jinn at my school have objects they serve like you?” I ask.

      “No. They serve themselves and have no sense of loyalty. They want to influence your decisions and lead you to accomplish their own designs.”

      “They follow us around and force us to do stuff?” I ask, my eyes widening in alarm.

      “They are merely a voice. It remains up to you to decide if you will listen.”

      “You still haven’t explained how a jinni became trapped inside me.” I rub my hand along my arms, remembering the tangerine light beneath my skin.

      “Again, that does not matter. But we are out of time—”

      I spring upright in my bed, my forehead stinging like someone just ripped a piece of duct tape off my skin. I’m still in my bed. Gideon floats in the corner of my bedroom.

      “Do not let them know you can see them.” He disappears. But less than a second later, poofs back into my room. “Oh, and do not mess up.”

      As he blinks out again, my door flies open and Mom pokes her head inside with her purse already slung over her shoulder.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She drops her hand to her hip in frustration, the car keys jingling. “I can’t wait for you, Liam. You know that!”

      “Oh, crap.”

      I jump up from my bed and rummage through the scattered laundry on the floor. I’m not even close to being ready for the day. “I’ll walk to school. You go ahead without me.”

      “I’m not making you walk to school. Just get ready,” she says.

      The door closes. I throw on a wrinkled T-shirt and skate shorts, grab my shoes, and dash down the hall to the carport. Not until I buckle myself into the car do I wonder what I’m in for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Apparently, Nix left with a friend earlier for soccer practice, so it’s just Mom and me in the car on the way to school. The tension between us is already thick, but the fact that we hit three red lights in a row makes Mom grind her teeth behind her tight-lipped expression. While we idle at an intersection, a jinni in a red plastic business suit floats across the street. It’s all I can do to keep my jaw from hanging open.

      Am I prepared for this? Did Gideon think one dream-training session was enough to survive an entire day surrounded by jinn? Their random hodgepodge of illusions cover the city. The closer we get to campus, the more traces I find of them—moving pictures on the sidewalk, elaborate mansions floating over standard suburban houses, an oasis of exotic, rainbow-colored plants growing out of the roof of a 7-eleven.

      When we pull up to Sultana, I try not to gape at the massive structure hovering above the school. I say a quiet goodbye to Mom and step out of the car. I’m a few minutes late for class, so only a few jinn hover across the quad, heading to and from the palace.

      I try to keep my eyes locked on the sidewalk ahead of me instead of gawking at the purple leafed plants and gargoyle like statues the jinn have placed along the path. There’s even a gothic pond full of black lily pads spilling over with mist in the center of the quad.

      When I open Mr. Herrera’s door, I stop dead in my tracks.

      A crystal-clear emerald jinni hovers in the air above Blake. He’s wearing a short leather jacket that ends at his ribs with two black belts crossing in an X around his waist and a pair of tight jeans.

      He’s not the only jinni here.

      A coral jinni floats on the other side of the room. Her entire dress is like one big ombré feather boa, spiraling around through the air beneath her. She even has feathers in her eyelashes.

      The last jinni is a stocky, gray man casting a dark shadow on my back corner of the room. His clothes are made of thick, rippling linen that make him look fat instead of muscular. My stomach sinks.

      Ben has a jinni?

      Some of Gideon’s last words to me before he disappeared echo through my brain. “Do not let them know you can see...” I peel my feet from the carpet and take a step forward while doing my best not to stare at the eerie figures hiding in plain sight around the classroom.

      “He’s here,” the emerald jinni says to Blake. Blake’s gaze narrows as he looks up at me. I do my best to act oblivious to their scrutiny. I don’t want to provoke either of them. It makes me uncomfortable to think how these invisible beings have surveyed my every move for the last five years.

      Kenna has already invaded my back corner. She sits at her desk with her feet wrapped around the chair legs as if she’s trying to hold herself down. As I approach, she straightens up, but still looks uncomfortable. She sends me a small, dimpled smile. I can’t help but mistrust it after Ben said she’s just trying to make Blake jealous. What is she really doing here?

      I sit down cautiously, and the gray jinni next to Ben growls. Ben’s shoulders tense, but he doesn’t acknowledge me.

      The coral, fluffy jinni jabbers at the human girl beside her. “Your hair turned out so great, and Derek looks hot today. You sooo deserve him. That’s it, break up with Jeremy.” The girl pulls out her phone and taps out a short text message. Once she hits send, she sits up straighter, flips her hair over her shoulder, and smiles at the boy next to her.

      The emerald jinni in Blake’s corner glowers at me. I’ve always thought I did a pretty good job at maintaining a low profile, but with his eyes trained on me, I know that was never possible.

      “Do you guys understand question fourteen?” Kenna asks.

      Xander raises an eyebrow. “I might be awkward, but I’m not a nerd.”

      “I’ll ask Mr. Herrera then.” She winks.

      As she slides out of her desk, Xander leans across the aisle and nudges me. “Nice of you to join us.”

      “I slept in,” I whisper.

      “I heard about you on the news last night,” Xander says, impressed. Ben sniffs loudly.

      I glance at Ben and scratch the side of my head. “Yeah, my mom wasn’t too thrilled about it. It would have been better if they didn’t mention me.”

      “Well, you have the whole school talking about you today, so that’s a plus.” Xander gives me a thumbs up.

      “Are you kidding me?” I groan.

      Ben’s shoulders tense, and he presses so hard on his pencil the tip breaks under the pressure.

      The gray jinni over his shoulder growls. “Can’t you hold a stupid pencil, boy?”

      Ben scowls and snaps the pencil in half.

      I glance at Xander in surprise, but he shakes his head and mouths “bad idea” while making a talking motion with his hand.

      The gray jinni whispers into Ben’s ear. “It’s not fair. Liam doesn’t even want to be noticed, and yet he’s always in the spotlight.”

      Ben folds his arms and hunches closer to his desk. Did that jinni just tell Ben what to think?

      Xander squirms, then perks up as he remembers something. “Hey, did you hear that tonight there’s a drive-in movie at the...”

      “Does he ever shut up?” the gray jinni asks, and Ben exhales exaggeratedly in the middle of Xander’s sentence.

      Xander stops talking and pinches his mouth shut.

      I can’t believe it. Ben never treats Xander like that.

      Gideon said the jinn are “just a voice,” but right now I’m not so convinced people can choose to ignore their instructions.

      “Dude, what was that for?” I work up the nerve to ask.

      Xander rocks back and forth on his back wheels, not looking at either of us. He’s never liked confrontation.

      “Can’t I be in a freakin’ bad mood?” Ben asks, raising his hands in exasperation.

      “Xander’s not a punching bag. You’ve got a little storm cloud over your head, and I think you’d be better off without it,” I say calmly.

      The emerald jinni from across the room chuckles. “Little storm cloud, I like that.”

      “Shut up, Darius,” the gray jinni mutters under his breath. He turns back to Ben and darkens. “If Liam doesn’t like it, why doesn’t he go hide under some bleachers?”

      I brace myself for the insult. But just as Ben opens his mouth to speak, Kenna slides back into her desk. Ben stares at her for a second, then turns back to his paper, holding back the words he was so close to letting loose.

      He probably didn’t want to look like a jerk in front of Kenna. I raise an eyebrow. Gideon’s claim that they’re “just a voice” and that it’s up to us to listen or not seems to be legitimate.

      A deep rumbling growl emanates from the gray jinni, making me grasp the corners of my desk. It vibrates through the walls like an earthquake. It’s loud enough that I want to cover my ears, yet I know it’s silent to the rest of the class. He yells in frustration as three fiery strands grow out of the gray man’s wrist, attaching themselves to Ben’s arm.

      Kenna watches me with an eyebrow raised. I’m acting like the room is about to collapse. I try to compose myself.

      From across the room, Darius chuckles deeply. “Maybe you should go back to your old job, Stormy. You’ve only been with this new kid for two days and he already has you tangled.”

      “I’ll be free of these bands soon enough, and he won’t disobey me again. I’d like to see any other jinni here influence Ben as quickly as I have, Darius.” Stormy sounds like a snotty second-grader.

      “No one influences him because he’s useless. He doesn’t have any impact on the people around him, no matter how hard he tries.” The emerald jinni in black leather, Darius, flicks a small green fireball at Stormy.

      The fireball splats in Stormy’s face, and he scowls as he wipes it away. “I’ll be free of him soon,” Stormy repeats under his breath again.

      I stare at my desk wondering how exactly Stormy plans on removing the tethers off his wrist. The seconds tick by with only the sound of pencils scratching around me. Suddenly, out of nowhere, Stormy whispers to Ben. “Ionization occurs with heat, radiation, chemical reactions, or electrical discharge.”

      One of the bands attached to Ben’s wrist fizzles out, like a fuse trailing through the air to Stormy’s own wrist. Ben scribbles madly, writing down the words Stormy just said.

      Does Stormy have to serve Ben to be free of him?

      I glue my eyes to my textbook before I get caught staring at the jinni. That’s when I see the word “ionization” floating around the page. I lift up the corner of my assignment to inspect it closer.

      17.) What are the four processes responsible for ionization?

      Ionization occurs with heat, radiation, chemical reactions, or electrical discharge.

      Did Stormy just give Ben the answer? Can he read Ben’s mind?

      Ben pulls out a gum case from his back pocket but crushes it in his hand when he realizes it’s empty.

      Stormy speaks again. This time to Kenna. “Offer the boy some gum.”

      Kenna sets down her pencil and digs around in her purse.

      “Does anyone want a piece of gum?” she asks, holding out a packet.

      Ben holds out his hand and gives her a phony smile. As she hands it over, a second strand disintegrates from Stormy’s arm. Only one last thread remains tethered to his wrist.

      First, he answered a question. Second, he got Ben something he wanted…

      Kenna tries to offer me some gum as well, but I shake my head and turn back to my work.

      Is this what I think it is? Is Stormy granting wishes for Ben? Why didn’t Gideon tell me about this? If Ben knew about his three wishes, he wouldn’t waste them on the answer to question seventeen and a piece of gum. He’d wish for bigger things.

      I have to know for sure. But, if I want to influence what Ben wishes, I’ll have to be subtle so I don’t make the jinn suspicious.

      “Alright everyone, turn in your assignment, finished or not. We’re going to watch a film on ionization,” Mr. Herrera announces. An exaggerated groan escapes the class, which gives me an idea.

      “Just let us out of here already,” I whisper, loud enough for Ben to hear. I stare at the back of his head. He doesn’t look up, but Stormy darts through the wall. A few moments later the fiery tether between them disintegrates.

      My shoulders slump. Maybe I was wrong.

      A crackling noise escapes the wall where Stormy disappeared. I try not to look. But as Kenna, Ben, and Xander all turn toward the wall, I realize it’s not Stormy causing the crackling sound.

      The paint starts to blow up like a water balloon into the room.

      “What the…” Xander says, just as the bubble bursts, spraying water all over him and his wheelchair.

      A few girls scream as water erupts from a broken pipe in the wall. Ben jumps to his feet and Xander wheels toward the door, already soaking wet.

      “Outside, class! Do you need help, Xander?” Mr. Herrera yells over the squeals.

      Students scramble for the door, slipping on the wet cement outside the classroom. Through the chaos, I notice Kenna with her bare feet pulled up onto her seat, staring wide-eyed at the water gushing around our desks. Her sandals must have washed away.

      How is there this much water coming from the wall?

      A fair amount of debris rushes around the classroom, and she seems nervous to go stomping through the water.

      I look around, hoping anyone else will help her, but we’re the last two in the room.

      I turn my back to her. “Hop on,” I say, but she doesn’t move.

      “Come on.” I say patting my shoulder.

      Shaking her head as if snapping out of a daze, she stands on her chair and climbs onto my back. I trudge through the gushing water. The surprising force of the geyser shooting out of the wall threatens to knock me off balance as it hits my legs.

      Kenna clings to my back as I slip on the slick cement outside the door. I splash out onto the grass, heading for dry ground. My ears grow hot as Kenna’s cheek brushes against them.

      How could I be the last one left to carry Kenna out?

      It’s not that big a deal, I try to tell myself. But no matter how I justify it, panic continues to radiate through my chest. I make it to a dry spot where most of the class has assembled to bask in the commotion, and Kenna slides to the ground.

      “Thank you,” Kenna says. Her hand hesitates on my arm, even though I’m sure she notices Blake’s disapproving glare. I don’t pull away.

      “What do you think happened?” Xander asks, wringing out the bottom of his t-shirt. All four of us are wet, though Xander got the worst of it.

      “Hey, Ben!” a voice calls out behind us. Ben straightens up as a kid from the track team approaches. I think his name is Javier. A few of the classrooms next to ours begin to empty out as the water creeps along the front of the building and under their doors.

      “We’re going to play soccer while the teachers figure out what to do. You in?” Javier asks.

      Ben nods. Across the field, Blake conspires with a few other football players, forming an opposing team.

      “I’ll play too,” I say.

      Ben, Kenna, and Xander stare at me.

      “Do you have a death wish?” Ben asks.

      I smile. “I think I can handle myself.”

      Xander sends me an approving nod, which reinforces my decision. The fact is, Gideon gave me the gift to protect myself, and I’m eager to try it out. Besides, I just influenced a wish. Why not take things to the next level? If I’m one step ahead of everyone because I can see the jinn, maybe I can do more than just survive.

      The group starts toward the field and as I turn to go, Kenna grabs my elbow.

      “Liam, I don’t think this is a good idea,” she whispers, glancing over at Blake.

      I smile. “I hoped you could be my cheering section.”

      She smiles as if the idea isn’t completely repulsive to her. The tiny freckles on her nose stand out more when it’s wrinkled like that.

      Xander wheels up beside her. “Don’t worry, Kenna. I’ve got 9-1-1 on speed dial. We could even call the ambulance now if you want.”

      I laugh and run off after the guys.
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      I step onto the crispy grass and take a deep breath. I didn’t expect to feel so comfortable out here, especially since I’m taking the jinn head on. It feels a bit like being trapped inside a kaleidoscope with the jinn apartment complex hovering over the top of us.

      As I size up the jinn gathering over the opposing team, I notice a copper jinni sitting all by herself in the center of the field. She is different from the extravagant jinn I’ve seen around campus, with plain white, flowy linen sleeves, and a sleek brown fur vest. It complements the radiating copper light beneath her skin and the dark hair hanging in wild tangles down her back. Her bright golden eyes dart around, hungrily inspecting us.

      As the jinn seep onto the field, Darius swoops toward her and chases her away. She snarls, revealing a sharp row of teeth, then settles near the fence on the other side of the field, far enough that Darius and the others don’t seem to mind.

      “This is such a bad idea,” Ben whispers next to me, glancing at Blake.

      If only he knew.

      Blake and Carter whisper together on the sidelines with Darius hovering over them. Not only do I need to be wary of Blake, but half of his teammates also have jinn close by. And I can’t forget about Ben, with his new pal, Stormy trailing behind.

      Javier approaches, rubbing his hands together. “Okay, you guys will be my midfield defense. Do you know where that is?”

      I nod, and he yells across the field to the rest of the players. “We’re playing legit, guys! No messing with the rules.”

      I turn and take my place near the edge of the field. Wingback may not be my favorite position, but at least on the edge of the field I can avoid becoming surrounded by jinn. I shake out my hands in anticipation.

      “Team Liam!” Xander’s only sitting a few feet away, but shouts like I’m on the other side of the field. He and Kenna found a place on the sideline to observe. I send him a warning glance; I don’t need the extra attention. He just smirks back at me.

      The game kicks off, and Blake claims the ball. He charges straight toward me with his jinni, Darius, in tow.

      “That’s it, Blake, show that girl who she’s missing,” Darius cheers as Blake dribbles the ball in my direction. He has something planned for me, I’m sure of it. I don’t take the bait. As I step back and let Blake pass, unopposed, Darius furrows his eyebrows in frustration.

      Ben takes over my failed defense, but Blake charges past him, knocking Ben over and scoring a goal. Blake’s team cheers and rushes up to congratulate him. Javier pulls his thick hair over his eyes in frustration.

      I offer Ben my hand, and he stands up stiffly.

      “If you’re going to play, then play,” he says.

      Darius shouts to a purple jinni near me. “Liam is too scared to face up to Blake. Force the ball on him, then close in.”

      “If you get the ball, make sure Liam gets it. Force him to play,” Stormy repeats to Ben.

      Darius whirls around. “I don’t need your interference, Stormy. You’ll only mess things up.”

      Stormy glares back at Darius. “That’s not my name.”

      Darius puffs up his chest and drifts into Stormy’s personal space. “I said stay out of my way.”

      Even though I’m their target, I can’t help but smile. It’s liberating to see behind the scenes. Without Gideon’s gift, I couldn’t defend myself. But now—this could change everything.

      My team moves the ball down the field, and Darius shouts, “Leave Liam unguarded!” Soon there’s no one around me. Blake’s best friend, Carter, steals the ball and brings it into my area, just like Darius wanted. I’ll look like an idiot if I let their team pass me again. I steal it from Carter and dribble as fast as I can down the field. Before anyone can close in on me, I pass it to Javier.

      “Get it back to Liam, Faux!” Darius shouts.

      A purple jinni nods and runs in the air, his feet dangling above the ground. At first, I think he’s trying to be funny. But within a few seconds, both he and his player step together in perfect synchronization. Faux slides his foot out in front of his body and his player mimics him exactly, trying to steal the ball from Javier. The ball flies wild, stopping at my feet. I stare down in disbelief. Faux manipulated the boy’s actions flawlessly getting him to copy every little movement he made. I’m beginning to doubt the jinn are just a voice like Gideon claimed.

      A surge of adrenaline pulses through my body as five players rush toward me. Their shouts fade beneath the sound of my own blood pumping in my ears. I dart forward, looking for someone to pass to, but everyone close is being heavily guarded. I need to get rid of this ball. I make a wild shot for the goal and land it right in the goalie’s arms.

      Carter rubs shoulders with me as he jogs past. He won’t rough me up now that I don’t have the ball. It’d be obviously deliberate.

      A yellow jinni mimics the goalie’s movements as he punts the ball back onto the field. My stomach sinks as the ball flies back in my direction. Five jinn surround me, eager preparing their players to pounce. I need to get the ball away from me as fast as possible. I try to think of a quick play. Maybe a header? Everyone moves closer as the ball descends toward me. Even a split-second connection with the ball will give them enough time to take me down.

      I only have one option. And it’s a bit crazy.

      I jump in the air and throw my legs into a scissor kick above my head. I’ve watched YouTube highlights of the pros doing scissor kicks, but I’ve never tried it myself. It’s not pretty, but the incoming players recoil from my flailing legs. The ball slaps against the top of my foot and sails away from me.

      I fall, landing on my back in the hard, dry grass. All the air puffs out of me like someone just punched my lungs. My team cheers as Javier tames my wild kick and takes it in for the goal. Kenna and Xander shout from the sidelines.

      We scored!

      Javier runs around, slapping hands, then heads toward me. “Where did you learn how to scissor kick?”

      I don’t have the breath to respond.

      Javier puts one arm around my shoulder and pats me on the chest. “You obviously know what you’re doing. How about a promotion?” He ushers me toward an offensive forward position.

      “I’m fine here,” I say, trying to return to my spot.

      “Dude, we need you. No questions,” Javier says, planting me in my place.

      I just got myself stuck in enemy territory. Blake glowers at me as he jogs back to his position opposite me, and all the jinn move their players a little closer.

      I am so out of shape compared to when I played for JV last year. I can’t catch my breath, and my side hurts enough to make me wince. My brain thinks I’m capable of running like I used to, but my unconditioned body can’t keep up.

      Over the next couple of plays, Blake’s team treats the game more like tag football than soccer. Blake concentrates on moving toward me; I can tell he wants a face off. Being stuck in the middle of the field as an offensive forward, I can’t avoid him. He reaches me, and our feet scuffle around the ball, trying to get it out of the other’s range.

      “Now!” Darius yells and mirrors Blake’s movements, preparing to deliver a streamlined kick to my shin.

      With Darius’ command echoing in my ears, I jump into the air, pulling my feet up as high as I can. Blake’s foot flies forward, but when he doesn’t connect with my leg it throws off his balance. He lands hard on his back, his eyes wide with surprise. I barely avoid landing on top of him and stumble toward the ball resting just outside of his reach. I get a sudden burst of energy and dribble down the field.

      Leaving Blake behind in the dirt is a score all its own. I dart around the goalie and sail the ball into the goal. Another round of cheers. This is more than just soccer. It’s the first time the jinn haven’t kept me from doing what I love.

      I can finally protect myself.

      Xander hollers again from the sidelines, and even Kenna smiles at me. I want to wave, but all I can do is lean over, grab my knees, and try to catch my breath.

      When I straighten up, Darius is glaring at me. I divert my gaze casually, trying not to look too suspicious. I’ve been able to see colors, so hopefully my occasionally looking in their direction isn’t too out of the ordinary. I just have to make sure I don’t make direct eye contact with them.

      Darius darts between a few of the jinn, giving them quiet instructions. With Blake and Carter so close, I’m in a vulnerable position. And I’m tired. Maybe I should back out of the game while I’m ahead, but earning a few victories against the jinn makes me happier than I’ve felt in a while. No way am I letting go of this moment too early.

      As the next play starts, the jinn dart after their players, squabbling directions in their ears, but nothing distinct enough for me to make out. Everyone gives me plenty of room. Nobody tries to crowd me out.

      The fact that they’ve backed off makes me uncomfortable.

      My team, on the other hand, passes to me as often as they can. Apparently, they consider me a valuable player now.

      As the game continues without much interference, I finally catch on. The jinn are circling me like hyenas, waiting for me to tire out. And I’m definitely slowing down. My sense of foreboding only grows the longer they hold back. The ball passes me, and I relax as the attention turns downfield.

      Then I look up.

      Blake is running toward me at full speed with Darius grinning wickedly over his shoulder. I can’t outrun him. I’m too tired. Blake ducks his head down, like he’s about to make a football tackle, and my heart drops. I try to jump out of the way, but bump into Carter who prevents my escape like a brick wall. Darius has timed it perfectly.

      Blake’s eyes narrow, glowing intense green again as his shoulder crashes into my ribs. There’s a sharp crack, and my breath cuts short as I hit the ground. Silent tears roll down my face, and I cradle my arms around my ribs.

      “Liam!” Xander yells from the sidelines.

      Blake rolls to a stop next to me and takes a knee, unable to hide the smirk on his face.

      “What is wrong with you?” Kenna screams at Blake as she runs to my side. She sends him a withering glare then kneels beside me.

      Ben bumps hard into Blake’s shoulder as he walks past. “Last time I checked, that kind of tackle is illegal, even in football.”

      I let out a sob that sounds like a hiccup. Both teams stand still, glaring at Blake. I push myself up, then crumple to the ground in pain again.

      “You are so messed up,” Kenna says, kneeling beside me and shaking her head angrily at Blake.

      “He’s overreacting. What a classic soccer player,” Darius whispers in Blake’s ear.

      Blake stands and turns to leave, but he finds Javier blocking his way. “What? He can’t take a little collision? I barely bumped him. What are you going to do? Red card me?”

      “Somebody, go get the school nurse. This game is over,” Javier says.

      I breathe shallow, piercing breaths, unable to believe what just happened. I thought seeing the jinn would be enough to protect me, but apparently not.
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      “You might have a cracked rib, but I don’t think it’s broken all the way through,” the school nurse says, testing my torso. I wince, but the pain isn’t as debilitating as when Blake first hit me. At least I can breathe now.

      “I’ll call your mom and ask what she wants to do.”

      “No need. She’s at work,” I say, sliding carefully off the padded table.

      The nurse raises her eyebrows. “I wasn’t asking for your permission, young man.”

      My shoulders slump, and I follow her out into the main office while she heads to the phone. Mom updated her phone number with the office after receiving last night’s email, so there’s no hope of keeping this incident secret.

      Kenna and Xander wait next to the wall, whispering to each other.

      The nurse motions to an empty bench beside them. “Have a seat.”

      “Why are you guys still here?” I ask, lowering myself onto the padded cushion. It isn’t soft enough.

      “They wanted us to explain what happened,” Xander says.

      “Where’s Ben?” I ask.

      Xander scrunches his mouth to the side apologetically. “He seemed like he needed some space.”

      A door across the hall opens, and the school police officer escorts Blake out of the room. Blake’s face hardens as he notices the three of us. Oddly, Darius isn’t hovering over his shoulder anymore.

      “Do you think they suspended him?” Xander whispers as the officer leads Blake around the corner.

      “They should,” Kenna says. “He needs a wakeup call. He can’t treat people like this.”

      The nurse returns and stops in front of me. “Your mother can’t pick you up yet, so you’ll have to stay here. She doesn’t want you working after school. I’ll make the necessary arrangements with your boss.”

      “Thanks,” I say, as the nurse walks away.

      Kenna turns to me. “I didn’t know you worked here,” she says. “What do you do?”

      “My boss calls us ‘maintenance engineers.’ It’s just a glorified term for janitor.”

      Kenna’s mouth falls open. “A janitor? Really? I always pictured you as an assistant little league coach or something.”

      I lean back against the wall, wincing from the motion. “Well, that was eleven-year-old Liam’s plan...”

      She pinches her mouth to the side. “I guess I’m not really up to date with the current Liam.”

      “Current Liam has changed a lot.” I shrug my shoulders.

      Kenna sticks out her bottom lip in a pretend pout. “Awww, but the eleven-year-old version of you was so much fun.”

      Xander wheels forward and raises an eyebrow. “Aren’t you a little old to hang out with a eleven-year-old?”

      The nurse comes back with a paper cup filled with cold water. “How are you getting home today? Do you normally take the bus?”

      “I can drive him,” Kenna says.

      I look at her in surprise. “Don’t you think that might be...” I give her a knowing look. I assume Kenna knows about our parents’ fight, but I don’t think she realizes how emotional Mom still feels about the whole thing. As far as Mom is concerned, I’m not supposed to even talk to Kenna.

      Kenna huffs and looks at the ceiling. “Blake can get over himself. I’m taking you home.”

      That’s not what I was trying to imply, but it’s another good reason why we shouldn’t be seen together. But, she looks so determined—I don’t think she’ll take no for an answer. Besides, Mom shouldn’t be home until later this evening, so she won’t even know who brought me back.

      “Okay, that’d be great,” I say.

      The bell rings, signaling the transition period between classes. I stand up, wincing, and hunch over with my arms wrapped against my ribs. The nurse purses her lips and puts her arm across the door, stopping me.

      I straighten up and smile through the pain. “I’m fine. I swear.”

      The nurse looks at Kenna. “You get his butt back in here if he gets worse.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Kenna loops her arm through mine and leads me from the room.

      “Thank you,” I whisper. “If I spend any more time in there, I’ll end up smelling like hand sanitizer.”

      Kenna sniffs my shoulder. “Too late.”

      As soon as we step into the sunshine, the old familiarity between us breaks, and she lets go of my arm. Having a taste of it again, I can’t help but wish it wouldn’t end as soon as other people came around.

      I walk slowly, each step sending slices of pain through my side. Kenna and Xander keep a steady pace beside me. A shape drifts past, and I automatically lean away from it. I suck a pained breath in between my teeth. Xander glances at me in concern.

      Dang it.

      I shouldn’t respond to them at all. Maybe this pain will help me remember Gideon’s dream training. But as a group of jinn dart over my head, I duck.

      “Are there a bunch of cobwebs or something that I’m missing?” Xander asks, swiping his hands through the air above his head.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, pressing my arms against my ribs. “It’s my side.”

      A jinni firework sparkles near my head, and it’s all I can do not to react.

      “Watch it!” a girl shouts from her place on the floor as I stumble over her legs. The jostling steps make fire burn deep in my ribs.

      “Sorry—sorry,” I say to her, backing away. I’m so focused on not reacting to the jinn, that I’m not paying attention to the real world. This is impossible. My head is going to explode. Even in my dream I didn’t do well. Why would Gideon expect me to succeed in real life?

      “Maybe we need to get you back to the nurse,” Xander says.

      I hold my hand up. “I’m fine. I swear.”

      “We’re just worried about you. That’s all.” Kenna says, putting her hand on my elbow.

      I look down at her hand and try not to make too much of a deal about pulling away. “With the way you guys are acting, you’d think I’m eighty-years-old. Now get to class, and don’t worry about me.”

      “Alrighty. If you say so. Bye, sonny!” Xander says in a wrinkly voice, waving as he wheels into his classroom.

      Kenna smiles and shakes her head. “Your friends are entertaining.”

      From across the hall, a dandelion-yellow jinni says my name in a low whisper. I resist the temptation to look at him. Instead, I keep a fake smile pasted on my face and my gaze pinned on Kenna.

      A rubber band stings me in the neck. I flinch and turn around. Instead of fixating on the kid leaning against the planter, my gaze flits up to the dandelion jinni sending me a dirty look. It’s odd to see the true faces that have taunted me all these years.

      “How many jerks are there at this school?” Kenna asks. “You’d think they’d at least give you a break, considering what you’ve been through.”

      “They don’t take breaks,” I say, glancing at the true offenders; the ones only I can see.

      Two voices begin shouting at each other behind me, and I glance over my shoulder, wincing when I realize the shouts didn’t come from humans.

      I’m terrible at this.

      Kenna follows my gaze toward a peaceful teenage couple whispering in the shade. The jinn’s argument escalates, and the couple’s conversation turns sour. A few seconds later, the girl slaps the guy.

      I look down at my hands, hoping no one else noticed. Kenna slows down, but it’s best if we keep walking. We round a corner, and I find a lime-green jinni speaking to a group of sophomore girls. They congregate around a student election poster, and one of them ducks out of view. Her head pops back up, and when the group walks away, the word “ugly” is written in black eyeliner across the girl’s picture.

      Kenna stops in the middle of the hall and faces me. “Liam, how are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?” I ask.

      “You keyed into each of those situations before they happened. It’s like you knew something bad was going on.”

      If Kenna can call me out this easily, the moment a jinni focuses on me, I’m dead.

      Her expression softens. “I’m sorry you’re so familiar with bullies that you can sense it coming.”

      I shake my head. “No. It’s not...” I trail off. I don’t want her pity. But what am I going to tell her? That I recognize bullying because I can see the jinn inspiring it? No. Instead, I send her a weak smile.

      “Liam, I know the last couple days have been—really weird. Mostly, because we haven’t talked for a long time, and now suddenly, we’re spending all this time together. But I just wanted to say—I’m happy we’re friends again,” Kenna says, looking at me sincerely.

      Goosebumps prickle up my arms. “That’s, uh…good.”

      I am such an idiot.

      We both stare at each other’s shoes.

      “Ok, well…meet me by homeroom after school, and I’ll drive you home,” she says, then scurries away.
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      After school, I pace on the soggy grass outside Mr. Herrera’s abandoned classroom, waiting for Kenna. I glance around, hoping Blake doesn’t conveniently show up and see us leave together.

      “Hi,” Kenna says from behind me. I whirl around and find her tucking a piece of hair behind her ear. “You ready?”

      I nod and shove my hands in my pockets as we walk silently out to the parking lot. She stops in front of a blue Jeep Liberty.

      “This is your car?” I ask. It’s easily one of the top ten nicest cars on campus.

      “Um—yeah. My dad gave it to me for my birthday last year.” Kenna pulls out her keys, and the jeep chirps as she unlocks the doors.

      “His firm must be doing well,” I mutter, climbing into the passenger side. I used to visit his office with Dad. He even hired Dad to work for him at one point.

      Kenna sends me a quick glance. I can’t tell if she’s confused or doesn’t want to talk about her dad in front of me. “Actually, he works in an oil field in Oklahoma now.”

      I fasten my seatbelt, and it hits me. If he’s out in Oklahoma and she’s still here in California, does that mean her parents got divorced? How much have I missed out on the last few years?

      “Oklahoma is pretty far away,” I say, doing my best to tread lightly around the subject.

      “Yeah, he comes home sometimes on weekends. But we don’t usually see him for a month at a time. He can’t have family on-site, so we stayed behind.”

      So, not divorced.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “That must be hard.” I ransack my memories for a way to change the topic as she starts the Jeep.

      “Do you still have Duke?” I ask, then realize this conversation could get a whole lot more awkward if her German Lab has died since elementary school. I close my eyes and pray. Please let the stupid dog be alive.

      Kenna smiles. “Yeah, he’s really old and slobbery now though.”

      Thank heaven.

      I scratch the side of my face, remembering his rough tongue attacking my cheek. “He was pretty slobbery back when I knew him too.”

      Kenna laughs. “That’s true.”

      It’s nice to see her laugh. Really laugh. Without any of the nervous tension that usually surfaces between us. Since Duke is a safe topic, I’m going to stay there.

      “I remember I left my shoes outside once at your house, and when I had to go, I couldn’t put them on because they were so soggy.”

      “He is pretty adorable like that,” Kenna says.

      My thoughts trail off as we pass an elaborate jinn home, covered in spindles and gold leafing.

      “You didn’t flood the school today did you, Liam?” Kenna asks.

      Her question snaps me back to reality and I look at her in surprise. “You think I’m responsible for breaking those pipes in the wall?”

      “No, but you seemed to know something would happen before it all broke loose. You held your desk like you were preparing for the roof to collapse. And afterward in the quad, it was like you knew who was going to start acting like jerks before anyone else did.”

      Okay. Time to brush this off once and for all.

      “I haven’t told anyone yet,” I pause dramatically, “but I’m psychic.”

      She glances at me, like she’s worried I’m serious. I only keep a straight face for a few seconds before I sniff and break into a wide smile.

      Kenna scoffs and slaps my shoulder. “Don’t do that! I should make you walk home.”

      I raise my hands in defeat. “I’m surprised you offered to take me home at all.”

      Her smile falters. “Why would that surprise you?”

      “Well, for starters, most girls wouldn’t want to be seen with me right now. I’m beginning to look like Frankenstein.”

      Kenna clicks her tongue and gives me a look of mock sympathy. “Nah, you’re looking better every day.”

      I lift my hair away from my forehead, revealing the partially healed bruise from the dunes. “You mean my head? Ribs? The way I hobble around? There are plenty of options.”

      Kenna shakes her head. “I don’t know how you’re still functioning, honestly.”

      “It does take talent,” I admit.

      Kenna points her finger at me. “Speaking of talent, apparently you’re amazing at soccer. Where the heck did that come from?”

      I shrug and look out the side window. “I played on Sultana’s JV team a year ago.”

      “But not this year?”

      “It wasn’t good timing,” I say.

      “But you’ve had such good timing lately. Like, bizarre in fact.” She looks at me from the corner of her eye. She’s still suspicious. I smile and realize this is the first natural conversation we’ve had in five years. And with that realization comes the acknowledgment that I’ve missed her.

      As we turn the corner on Danbury Avenue, my stomach drops.

      There is a police car in my driveway.

      “Is everything okay?” Kenna asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      “Do you want me to come in with you?” she asks.

      “That might make things worse.” I open the car door and rush inside, ignoring the pain in my ribs. Is Nix okay? Mom? Or is this about what happened at school today with Blake?

      Two officers stand in my front room, talking to Mom. A short blonde-haired officer glances at me as I walk in. Her partner, a tall Hispanic guy, talks to Mom as he scans through a stack of documents. Nix leans against the counter in the kitchen with his arms folded, his fingers absently stroking his elbow. I take a deep breath, calming down now that I know neither of them are hurt. The male officer holds out a piece of paper to my mom. She keeps her arms tucked to her sides, not willing to touch whatever it is.

      “He goes by the name William Cove now.”

      I step forward and take the photograph. It’s the mug shot of a man. A man with familiar eyes. His hair is longer than I remember, brushing his jaw line, but his face looks the same.

      Dad.

      “What is going on?” I look up at the officers, my eyes wide. The man notices me for the first time.

      “I’m Officer Moreno,” he says. “They apprehended him this week in Reno.” He nods to the photo, then turns back to Mom. “He’s racked up a lot of debt. Gambling, primarily. His outstanding warrant is for owing two hundred and fifty grand. He’s facing a ten-year prison sentence.”

      Mom’s eyes open and close slowly, like she isn’t surprised at all. How can she be so calm when I feel like the framed ribcage of our house is squeezing in on us like a boa constrictor?

      The officer continues talking, trying to break through Mom’s stoic expression and get some sort of response. “We found a missing person’s report you filed about five years ago. But you retracted it within three weeks. Why was that?”

      Mom avoids my gaze. “Because, Carl wasn’t missing. Just—gone.” She sends me a look, and it hits me. She knew all along. She knew he wasn’t coming back, and she knew why.

      The cop makes a note on his scratchpad. “If the Berlin trial goes through, you may be subpoenaed to testify about your husband’s dealings during that time.”

      My head snaps up. “Berlin?”

      Mom lets out a low breath, like something airtight is unlocking inside her.

      “Five years ago,” Officer Moreno says, scratching his eyebrow, “the Berlins filed against him for embezzling fifty-thousand dollars from their business. Mr. Berlin lost his firm.”

      I want to crumple into a pile on the floor. The Berlins hired Dad to work with them before he left. Is that why Mom always insisted I stay away from Kenna? To shield me from the truth of what Dad did?

      Kenna...

      Does she know about this? Of course not. She just drove me home. She never would have if she knew. I look into the foreign picture of my father’s face, then I crumple it in my hands. All I see in his expression is a total lack of remorse. All these years I thought Dad was somehow unable to get back to us. Now, these officers here have proof that he chose this. He chose to leave us.

      How could he?

      “I think you should go. My family needs some time to process,” Mom says calmly.

      “Of course.” The female officer nods. She gives me a sorry smile as she and Officer Moreno step out the door.

      The faint clink of cereal being poured into a bowl comes from the kitchen behind me. I turn around and find Nix holding a box of cheerios. He doesn’t even seem upset by the news.

      “Nix, did you know about this? Did you know why Dad left?” I ask.

      He crosses to the fridge and pulls out a gallon of milk. “It looks like I’m done keeping everyone’s secrets now.”

      Am I the only one who didn’t know? I stumble down the hall toward my room, trying to run from the memories I’ve tried not to think about for so long. I never stopped caring about Dad. Never stopped wishing him home. How could he do this?

      The dad I knew wouldn’t have done those things. He was the kind of guy who’d take us to baseball games and buy us each a pile of nachos. The guy to scoop up Mom and dance her around the kitchen just to gross me out. He convinced me that being a dad is the best job in the world.

      And yet, these cops want me to believe he could willingly walk out on things like that.

      The sound of shattering glass echoes from the kitchen. It sounds like Mom is past the shock and into the meltdown phase. Another crash. By the sound of it, we’ll probably eat off paper plates again for a while.

      I shut my bedroom door, then turn and lean against it, sliding down to the floor. Why didn’t Mom trust me with this? Why keep this a secret all these years?

      Another crash.

      Family shouldn’t be like this. Family should be the one thing you can always rely on. Maybe isolating me from the people I need the most is all part of the jinn’s plan. Is that what the jinn have been trying to do? Get me alone? Get my dad to abandon us, my mom to close down, and Nix to betray me? I drop my forehead into my palms and press as hard as I can.

      Huddled on the floor, I just want to turn my emotions off. The news of my dad spins around my head, making me sick. I don’t want to deal with this. I can’t do it. I have to stop thinking.

      There’s a rhythmic tap above me. Mom’s rampage in the kitchen almost drowns the subtle sound out, but the tapping is persistent enough to catch my attention.

      I look up at Gideon’s redwood box, ready to tell him that right now is not a good time, but realize the sound isn’t coming from that side of the room. It’s coming from my window. Confused, I stand and pull open my blinds, revealing Kenna looking up at me from outside.
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      Kenna peers up through the glass in concern. “Liam, is everything alright? What happened?”

      I open the window, then another wave of guilt crashes over me. Dad didn’t just leave, he tore up pieces of Kenna’s life too. Her dad lives in Oklahoma now because of him.

      I tighten my jaw. Getting a glimpse of what it would be like to have her back after so many years makes it all the more painful to lose her again. There’s no way our friendship will last once she finds out what my dad did.

      Kenna doesn’t wait for an invitation. She pops out the screen, pulls the window the rest of the way open, then hoists herself onto the ledge. Surprised, I reach out and grasp her by the wrists to help her inside. A loud crash from Mom’s bedroom startles us both.

      “What was that?” she whispers, glancing at the door.

      “Mom has her own way of coping,” is all I can think of to say.

      “What happened? Why were the cops here?” Kenna asks.

      I have to tell her. As much as it kills me, she’ll know soon enough anyhow. The words stick to the roof of my mouth, unwilling to come out.

      “They found my dad,” I finally whisper.

      Kenna’s eyes widen. “Is everything okay? Is he alive?”

      “Yeah, they arrested him in Reno.”

      Kenna’s eyes soften as I mention his arrest. She leans forward and wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me in for a hug. I stiffen, half of me wanting to sink into her comforting grasp, and the other half knowing I don’t deserve it. She wouldn’t even be here if she knew what my dad did.

      The guilt wins over. If I don’t tell her, it will only make things worse.

      I pull her arms from around my neck and take a step back. “Kenna, my dad embezzled money from your family. He’s the reason your dad lost everything.”

      Kenna’s lips part, but I don’t let her speak. I have to get out an apology before she turns on me. “I had no idea…all this time… I just found out. I’m really sorry.” I stumble over the words, trying to get them out before I lose the nerve. I stick my hands in my pockets and resume my study of the floor.

      Kenna puts her hand on my elbow. “I’ve always known it wasn’t your fault.”

      “You already knew about all this?” I whisper.

      “Of course I knew. I’ve known for years.” Her eyes wrinkle in sympathy.

      I’m still struggling to process. “But, if you knew, why would you talk to me? He took so much...”

      She cuts me off. “Because you’re not your dad,” Kenna says firmly.

      Could it be that simple for her? Could she find her way past all of this so easily?

      There’s another crash in Mom’s room, and I imagine her Tetris-stocked shelves crumbling down. I want to shut out all the pain and destruction. I just want to hold on to this one happy moment. It’s as if a huge weight lifts off my chest and I can breathe again. I pull her into my arms, wincing as she wraps her arms around my bruised ribs. But this time I hold on tightly. She can’t possibly know how much I needed something to hold on to.

      The jinn want me alone, but despite everything they’ve thrown at me, she’s still choosing to be my friend.

      The sound of footsteps coming down the hall breaks the moment short.

      “We should get out of here,” I whisper, pulling her toward the window. I slide out first to help her. I clench my teeth as I land on the hard-packed dirt outside my window and another ripple of pain shoots through my ribs. Kenna holds onto my shoulder as she follows me. I leave the window open an inch so I can get back in later. Then, we run hand in hand across the front lawn toward her jeep, like we used to when we were kids.

      “Where to?” she asks.

      I smile. “I think we should pick up where we left off.”
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        * * *

      

      We make a quick stop at Stater Brothers for graham crackers, marshmallows, and chocolate. Kenna doesn’t ask where we’re going, just follows my directions and drives. As we pull onto a dirt road, she leans closer to her steering wheel and gives me a sideways glance. Ahead of us looms the Mojave Desert. A few orange clouds shimmer against the purple horizon. We pass one last cluster of Joshua trees, then the road ends at a sand packed trail that leads up the rest of the way.

      Kenna turns off the car.

      “Do you remember this place?” I ask.

      She stares up at the hill. I’ve never seen her focus so hard on anything. Suddenly, understanding dawns on her. “This was the last place we hung out with our families when we were eleven.”

      “Yeah.” I nod.

      “That’s why you wanted to come here?”

      I shrug. “It’s just that this is such a horrible place of lasts. I wanted that to change. And besides, I thought it would be a good place to make these.” I hold up the grocery bag with everything we need for s’mores.

      “That’s sweet,” she says, then smiles. A real smile. With dimples.

      I think back on all the things this hill reminds me of that I lost—Kenna, Dad, freedom from the jinn’s torment. Maybe there’s something in the sand that can free me, even a little, from their grasp.

      Outside, a warm evening breeze hits my back as Kenna and I start up the hillside. She darts ahead, looking over her shoulder for me to follow. As kids, she always led the way. At least that much hasn’t changed.

      I wrap an arm around my torso, holding my tender ribs in place, and chase her up the dunes. At the top, a platform of large rocks, scarred black from campfires, look out over the desert. Kenna and I gather some dry weeds and thin, twiggy brush then set up a quick fire. I don’t expect it to burn long, but it should last long enough for us to make a few s’mores.

      Kenna slides a marshmallow onto a long stick. “Have you ever made taffy out of a marshmallow?”

      I shake my head. She places the white fluff in my palm and shows me how to smash it between my fingers and start pulling it apart like taffy. After a few minutes, hers forms a nice stretchy substance, but mine turns into a runny, stringy mess that smears all over my hands.

      “It gets easier the more you practice,” she says, trying not to look too disgusted.

      I hold my fingers out and marshmallow drips in long gloopy strands into the sand. “Worst idea ever.”

      Her bubbly laugh makes me want to laugh too. I rub as much of the sugary mess off on a napkin as I can, then Kenna shares half of her perfected taffy with me. The infant fire burns out, without even a hint of any embers left over.

      I suck the last bit of the gooey mess off my thumb. “Eleven-year-old Liam would have loved marshmallow taffy.”

      “Eleven-year-old Kenna would have loved it too if she knew how to make it. I didn’t learn this till I was twelve.” Kenna pulls out a water bottle and motions for me to hold out my hands.

      As she pours the water over my fingers, I smirk. “Of course. Eleven-year-old Kenna loved everything. Candy, camping, boys...”

      Kenna gives me a skeptical look. I put on my best little girl’s voice. “When Peter Artega and I get married...”

      “Oh. My. Goodness! Don’t even.” Kenna points a finger at me. “Just because you never had an elementary school crush.”

      I smile and shrug. I had one, I just never told her about it.

      For the first time in a while, I can stare at her without it being awkward. She doesn’t seem unnerved by me staring either. It’s like when we were in elementary school and could say plenty with just our eyes. It always drove Nix crazy when we had private conversations like that.

      “Do you remember the game, roller coaster?” Kenna asks.

      I widen my eyes and shake my head. “No, no, no!”

      She grabs my hand, pulls me up, then spreads her other arm out wide as she runs down the hill, tugging me along with her. I stumble at first, each step sending a jolt through my ribs. But I’m not willing to sacrifice the moment for a little bit of comfort. We both yell, our voices bouncing with every wild step.

      At the bottom of the hill, Kenna slows to a stop, but I am moving too fast. I swing around her, wrapping my arms around her waist. We stumble and fall to the ground. Pain shoots through my ribs, and it takes me a minute to catch my breath. I close one eye, trying not to wince as I push myself up.

      “Oh no, I forgot! Are you okay?” she asks, pushing herself onto her knees. I scrunch my nose and brush the sand off my cheeks, then we both bust up laughing again. I take her hand to help her up.

      “Your hands are so warm. Are you okay?” she asks.

      “It’s normal.” I glance up at a metal grate surrounded by a rickety chain-link fence. A sign hangs from the bent wires.

      
        
        Danger

        Abandoned mine hazard.

        Decayed timbers.

        Stay out, stay alive.

      

      

      We both freeze. Deep beneath the ground hides a memory I’ve buried away for a long time; one of the last days with my dad that I’d rather not remember. As I stare at the grate covering, the memory resurfaces as vividly as if I’d gone back in time, reliving the moment.
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        * * *

      

      Kenna’s short braids bounce wildly as I chase her across the dunes.

      “Dad is coming!” I shout.

      “Did you tell him what we found?” she asks, running toward the bird skeleton we found near a patch of brush. Sand flings up into the air from Kenna’s flip flops, and I slow down to wipe my eyes.

      Thump. Thump.

      Kenna’s footsteps make a weird, hollow sound in the sand, followed by the crackling of rotted wood. Kenna falls into the earth, the sand swallowing up her legs. Her body crumples over a weathered board which prevents her from falling into the abyss below.

      “Liam!” she shrieks, unable to catch her breath.

      “Dad! Dad!” I yell over my shoulder and dive forward, sliding onto my stomach.

      Kenna’s fingers grip mine like a vise and pull my body forward. The board she’s clinging to crackles with the pressure. She sinks inches deeper into the mine. My free hand claws at the sand around me, and my fingertips scrape against a rusted metal coil. It’s an old pulley system for the mine. It holds firm and keeps me from slipping into the open pit with her.

      “Don’t let—don’t let me go!” Kenna’s voice shakes, trying to be brave as she pleads with me.

      The metal coil cuts into my palm, and blood trickles down my wrist.

      “Hold on! Hold on!” Dad shouts from the hill above us. His voice bounces like he’s sprinting down the dunes.

      The cord bites even deeper into my hand. I chew my lower lip in pain. Kenna uses me as an anchor and inches her way out of the pit until only her waist is below ground. I pull once more, and just as she seems safe, the coil snaps.

      A metallic vibration rings through the air, and the coil strikes my neck. A tangerine light explodes like a firework in my head. Then everything goes still, swallowed up by the light.
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        * * *

      

      “Liam, are you okay?” Kenna asks, putting her hand on my arm. Her touch snaps me out of my trance. The memory felt too real to just be my thoughts, almost tangible, like in Gideon’s dream training.

      That color from my memory. It’s the same color that lives beneath my skin. Is this the moment Gideon meant when he said a jinn life sustained mine when I should have died? But why would a jinni save my life?

      “I’m glad they took care of this,” Kenna says. “We might have saved someone else from a worse accident.”

      “That’s a generous way of thinking about it,” I say.

      We continue to stare. Maybe the reason I had such an awful sinking feeling every time I saw her was because it reminded me of the panic I felt when she fell into the mine. Was that the day the jinn world started persecuting me?

      The sun sets, and the stars begin to come out in full force. Kenna and I settle on the ground, turning our focus upward as the night sky unfolds into a deep purple hue, scattered with the chalky glow of the milky way.

      “Are you okay?” Kenna asks.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, finding out about your dad was like having a bomb dropped on your family. How is everyone else dealing with the news?”

      “Actually, I’m the only one who didn’t know. And honestly, it’s nice to have some closure. Now I don’t have to keep wondering.”

      Kenna sends me a sympathetic look.

      “What about you?” I sweep my fingers through the sand, sorting through a litter of leaves, twigs, and abandoned bottle caps.

      “Me?” she asks.

      “What he did affected your family too. I mean, your dad lives so far away now—it sounds like it hasn’t been easy for you either.”

      “We’re fine,” she says, planting a few twigs upright in the sand. I raise an eyebrow and give her an I don’t believe you glare.

      She sighs. “It’s just, ever since my dad lost his business, it changed my parents. Like they worry that I’m being gypped, so now they work extra hard to maintain their lifestyle. I don’t care about all that stuff. I’d rather have my dad back.”

      I hadn’t realized that she lost a parent too.

      She continues. “Sometimes I feel like I have to prove to my parents that their efforts pay off. Like I’m extra well-adjusted or something. They want so bad for me to have it all, but sometimes, I don’t want to feel so obligated to be so social, or involved at school...”

      I already know that I can’t say anything to help her. All I can do is sympathize. But somehow, words seem empty, like they won’t mean enough for the problems we’re both going through. How can I express the swirling emotions inside my chest? They refuse to form clear words in my head, making them impossible to say out loud.

      Kenna wraps her arms around her knees, tucking her feet close to mine. I reach down and untie one of my shoelaces. She pauses to monitor what I’m doing.

      Then, I take her shoelace and tie it to mine. At first, she seems amused, but then I think she understands what I’m trying to say.

      “I never thanked you for coming to help me at the dunes,” I say, not looking away from our knotted-together laces.

      She waves her hand dismissively. “I was happy to.”

      “Even though it messed things up with Blake?”

      She blows a puff of air out of the side of her mouth. “You didn’t mess that up. He started being a jerk.”

      I sniff. “When I told him to listen to you in the halls, I thought you hated me. I’ve never seen you so mad.”

      She purses her lips. “I wasn’t mad.”

      I narrow my eyes skeptically at her, and she pauses.

      “I felt guilty,” she says, looking at the sand.

      “What would you feel guilty about? Was it Blake? Because you didn’t deserve the things he said,” I say.

      She nudges the sand around with her shoe. “No, it had nothing to do with him.” She pauses, like it’s hard for her to say what’s on her mind. “You and I may not have talked the last few years, but I’ve seen what you’ve gone through. Life isn’t good to you. I’ve seen you get hurt, pushed around, and I always just stood by. I just—watched. My parents wanted me to stay away from you. But when I found you on the dunes, I remembered all the times I could have been there for you and wasn’t. I couldn’t let go of that guilt. When I went home, I decided to pretend like it never happened, but then you stood up to Blake. You didn’t hesitate to step in for me. After that, I realized...” She pauses, as if she’s trying to find the right words. “I wanted to be there for you too. No matter what.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest as I try to process what she’s saying. For years, I’ve longed for just one friend who understands what I’ve been through. Someone with shoelaces tied to mine.

      Kenna searches my face, waiting for some sort of reaction. I still haven’t responded. But, as I open my mouth to let out the words, I freeze. A bright copper light appears on the crest of the sandy dune behind Kenna.

      We aren’t alone.

      The solitary jinni from the soccer field, the one with wild hair, sends me a sly smile from the distance. She knows that I saw her.

      I try to look away, but I already know it’s too late. I made eye contact with her through the dark. How long before she tells the others? How long before they attack? I scramble to untie our shoelaces from each other.

      Kenna stiffens. She just bore her soul to me, saying how she enjoys being friends again, and now I’m fumbling to get away from her.

      “I saw a—coyote,” I say.

      Her eyebrows wrinkle in confusion, and she glances around. There’s nothing. I know this looks bad, but I have to get away from her. I don’t know what the jinn will try to do to me if they know I can see them. I don’t want Kenna to get caught in the crossfire.

      “Maybe we should get back,” I say, wincing.

      Kenna ducks her chin back. “Fine,” she says. There’s an immediate sense of tension between us. As I open Kenna’s driver side door for her, she pauses and studies me like she’s trying to figure out what’s going on in my head. I send her a weak grin and walk around to the passenger side.

      Before I get in, I look around for the jinni girl, but she’s gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I try to act calm on the way home, but my eyes keep searching for the jinn as we drive. The awkward wall between us is back up, but I don’t know what to do about it. That jinni’s timing couldn’t have been worse. I try to find the words to fix it, but I don’t know what to say. Of course the jinn would interrupt my one happy moment.

      We roll up to a stop sign beside a house with the light of a jinni floating inside the living room window. I slump down in the seat, trying to stay out of sight. Kenna scoffs in disbelief. It probably looks like I don’t want to be seen with her. The fact is, I don’t. Whatever the jinn might have planned for me, I do not want her involved. I just need to get away from her before the jinn apocalypse begins.

      She pulls onto my street and stops her car a few houses down and turns off her headlights. Folding her arms, she looks at me spicily. “There. Now no one will even know we hung out together.”

      I wince. “Kenna, that’s not…”

      “I hope you work things out with your family, Liam.” She unlocks the doors. That’s my signal to leave.

      “I’ll see you at school tomorrow,” I say, not confident I’ll even survive long enough to make it to school.

      She nods with her lips pursed tight. I want to say so many things. But instead I get out of her Jeep and feel like a shoelace is tied from my chest to her bumper as she drives away. At least she’ll be safe away from me. I clench my fists, angry at all the good things in my life the jinn have cut short.

      The house is silent and dark. I slide my window open as quietly as I can and lift myself inside. As soon as my feet hit the floor, I slide down with my back against the wall, then pull my knees up to my chest and take a deep breath.

      I can’t believe what just happened.

      Crawling across the floor, I prod Gideon’s shell. He doesn’t appear. I rub the shell more deliberately, and it goes from cold to burning hot in a matter of seconds.

      “Ouch!” I hiss, shaking my hands. “Gideon, come out.”

      He continues to ignore me.

      “Gideon!” I whisper through my teeth. “A jinni figured out I could see her.”

      That gets his attention. His shadow creeps up the wall, and he steps out of the mist, looking solemn.

      “I knew you wouldn’t be careful enough,” he says, his eyes flashing with worry.

      I stand up so I’m not on my knees in front of him. “What do I do? I need to know how to stop them.”

      Gideon whirls nervously around the room, ruffling papers off my desk, then stopping in front of me. “The shell isn’t safe with you now. You have to hide it.”

      I run my fingers through my hair. “But there has to be a way for me to control them, wishes or something?”

      He clenches his jaw. “You can’t stop them. If they’re coming for you, there’s nothing you can do.”

      I point a finger at his chest. “You did this on purpose. You wanted me to get caught so you could leave.”

      “Face it. We’re better off without each other!” With that, he disappears in a swirl of smoke.

      “Gideon.” I pick up the shell, trying to call him back. I ignore the conch’s burning surface and grip it tighter. “All you care about is your stupid shell. What’s going to happen if I’m not around to help you? You can’t do anything for yourself! I could smash this stupid thing, and you’d be powerless against it.”

      A sudden burst of light fills my room, throwing me into the air. My back crashes into the wall, and my mind goes blank with pain. I can’t move. My back sank deep into the sheetrock. The shell, however, is cocooned against my stomach. When I open my eyes, Gideon’s face is only inches away from mine.

      “Then I could kill you,” he answers darkly. I didn’t think he could appear so menacing. Maybe he’s not so different from Darius after all.

      With that, Gideon slides back into his shell.

      My ribs ache as I shift, and chalky dust crumbles around me. I uncurl my spine and try to stand up. Sure enough, there is a concave dip in the wall where my back sank into the drywall.

      “Liam?” Mom calls from her room.

      “I’m fine!” I yell, hoping she doesn’t come in. She, of all people, should understand unexplained crashes.

      How did Gideon do this? He threw me across my room! I thought all jinn were incapable of affecting the world? Has he lied to me? There is so much I don’t understand. I have no idea how to fight back.
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      All night I toss and turn, expecting some crazy jinn apocalypse to come knocking on my front door. I consider barricading myself into my room. But if something’s going to happen, I expect there’s nothing I can do to postpone it.

      I wring my hands on the way to school. Why haven’t they attacked yet? Are they waiting for just the right moment to strike?

      Mom and Nix chatter in the front seat as if the cops never came to our house last night. When I step outside, my hands are sore from squeezing them so tightly. I need to calm down.

      I take a breath and focus on the solid ground beneath my shoes. The sidewalk helps keep my thoughts aligned until I walk into the multi-colored shadow of the jinn’s palace. How can I be calm when I’m passing into their territory?

      Jinn float around the quad, swooping down to trail behind students as they arrive on campus. Has that copper jinni told anyone? Do they know I can see them? I tense as a jinni in a lavender tuxedo flies close enough for our arms to brush. I’m surrounded. My heart pumps so fast it makes me nauseated. I need to find my friends so I’m not alone. I go into autopilot, heading toward first period.

      As I step through Mr. Herrera’s classroom door, a construction worker in an orange hat holds his hand out as crimson sparks explode through the air behind him.

      “Stay out of here, kid!”

      Two welders kneel next to the wall, wearing protective masks while they solder new fittings onto the broken pipes. I scramble backward and finally notice the bit of caution tape fluttering around the door. I forgot about the flood.

      A jinni snickers at me but passes by, unconcerned.

      Where do I even go at this point? How could I think school was safer than home? I hurry back to the quad, but things there aren’t any better.

      A crane in the sports complex lifts a thick metal plank away from the half-demolished bleachers. I flinch as the beam crashes against the flatbed of a semi-truck, sending a metallic boom across the quad. I flashback to the sound of the bleachers bearing down on me again.

      The jinn have torn this school apart because of me.

      I try to keep moving, wandering into the nearest building, even though I have no reason to be there. Anything seems better than being in the open air. But as I fly around a corner and smash into someone’s back, I realize how wrong I was.

      Blake stumbles forward, taking a few steps before he steadies himself. The air around me turns stale, and my feet root into place. Darius hovers behind him, his pale emerald eyes sparkling. He was expecting me.

      This is it. My instincts scream for me to pummel Blake with my fists before he strikes first. I pin my arms down to my sides.

      “You’re such a punk,” Blake says in disbelief.

      Darius leans forward, whispering in Blake’s ear. “Just like his dad.”

      I tense. What does Blake know about my dad?

      “I heard about your little secret.” Blake sneers. “About what your dad did to the Berlin family. Does Kenna know?”

      Gabriella leans against the wall behind Blake. She stiffens and holds her phone closer to her face.

      Her fuchsia jinni leans over her shoulder and whispers. “Don’t worry. Your dad will never know you told.”

      I narrow my eyes, trying to pull the pieces together. Gabriella’s dad? Gabriella Moreno... Officer Moreno was at my house last night. She must have learned about it from him.

      Blake steps closer to me. “You’re a thief like your dad. And nobody steals from me. I’m getting her back.”

      I straighten up. “I didn’t steal Kenna. She chose to walk away. In fact, you made that decision pretty easy for her.”

      “She belongs with me.” Blake points a finger into my face.

      “Blake?” Gabriella whispers, stepping forward and touching his arm.

      “Get her off him,” Darius snaps at the fuchsia jinni.

      The jinni girl blinks rapidly, like she’s afraid of Darius, then leans in even closer to Gabby’s ear. “Honey, now’s not the time. He’ll be yours. Just wait.”

      The memory of Gabriella’s gossip about Kenna and me a few days ago starts to make a bit more sense. Did she spread rumors about us to drive Blake away? She must have. Now that he’s single, she’s closing in.

      Blake’s jaw strains, and I recognize the desire to lash out rippling through the cords in his neck.

      “Go ahead,” I say. “Hitting me is a great way to impress Kenna.”

      Blake clenches his fist a few times, contemplating the invitation.

      “Compose yourself, Blake. Be the bigger man,” Darius says, rolling his eyes. Blake relaxes, and he strains to give me a smug smile.

      He takes a step backward, not breaking eye contact. “Fine. You can play games if you want. But you’re gonna lose.”

      Gabriella’s eyes follow Blake as he walks away. She gives me a dirty look then follows him.

      I shake from all the tension pent up inside. Why didn’t Darius let Blake attack me? I thought for sure he knows that I see him. Why else would he have arranged that whole exchange? Why haven’t they all closed in yet? Are they testing me? Maybe they’re waiting for a moment when I’m vulnerable.

      I turn around and run into Ben with Stormy hovering closely behind him.

      “What was Blake talking about? What did your dad do?” Ben asks, raising his eyebrow.

      “I don’t really want to talk about this right now.” I turn toward the exit and step into the sunlight.

      “Follow him,” Stormy demands as I push my way through the door. I expect Ben to charge out after me, but he doesn’t.

      I sit down on the steps just outside, and a few seconds later Ben slumps onto the steps next to me. He doesn’t say anything, and it’s obvious he doesn’t want to be there. I’m perfectly fine to just sit here in silence. But before I can get too comfortable, Darius reappears.

      “Get that little wannabe out of here,” Darius snarls, pointing at Ben.

      “You don’t have dominion over me,” Stormy says.

      Darius puffs himself up bigger. “You are interfering with my project. I want Liam isolated, and your useless experiment is getting in my way.”

      “Why does Blake care if Liam is isolated?” Stormy asks.

      Darius throws a cloud of thick black smoke in Stormy’s face. “You idiot. Blake isn’t my project, Liam is.”

      Darius’ words send a chill down my spine. I knew the jinn deliberately persecuted me, but I thought it was more of a passing grudge that came up when I was around. Not that I was a deliberate target being hunted.

      Stormy swipes his hands through the air, trying to clear the cloud. “I don’t need your permission to be here. Just because you have an obsessive vendetta...”

      “I said get Ben out of here!” Darius shouts. I glance at Ben, who still refuses to look at me.

      “How is this untouchable a worthy project?” Stormy asks, pointing at me.

      Darius forces himself to relax. A small, strained smirk plays across his face. “Oh Stormy, Stormy, Stormy...”

      “That’s not my name!” Stormy shouts.

      Darius grins at his ability to ruffle the gray jinni’s feathers. He lounges back in midair, floating in a circle around us. “It’s what you are. Little more than a rain cloud hovering over the shoulder of a useless loser.”

      “Ben has potential,” Stormy whispers with a shade of doubt in his voice.

      Darius stops just a few inches away from Stormy’s face. “He may have potential, but you don’t. There’s a reason Ben is so inconsistent with you. You’re horrible at what you do. Micromanaging him like this doesn’t give him any breathing room. You’ve got to study him. Even I know more about him than you do. Ben doesn’t want to act edgy or angry. He wants nothing more than to be the hero.”

      Stormy looks like he wants to tear through Darius with his teeth.

      Darius straightens up and puts his hands behind his back. “If you refuse to leave, then I suppose I’ll have to use him as my own tool.” Darius floats forward to Ben.

      “Don’t you dare commandeer my project,” Stormy says, the dismal glow beneath his skin darkening.

      Darius strikes first, leaping at Stormy like a bolt of lightning. They collide in an explosion of light, and a whirlwind rises around them, sucking the two jinn away. The quad is quiet without them around.

      Ben’s completely oblivious, engrossed by his phone. He might have followed Stormy’s direction to follow me, but he’s almost pretending like I don’t exist. Darius is right. Ben is always walking the line of disobeying. Before I can speak, Darius reappears in another whirlwind and approaches Ben. I brace myself for whatever he has planned.

      Darius’ comforting voice sounds encouraging as he closes in. “Ben, you’re Liam’s friend. He should talk to you about what’s bothering him. Real friends don’t keep secrets.”

      Ben relaxes, looks up from his phone, and slides it into his pocket. “Look Liam, I know things have been tense lately. I’m sorry about all the drama. But you don’t have to face this kind of stuff alone.”

      He didn’t even hesitate to voice Darius’ opinion. Maybe Darius is more powerful than I thought. And if he’s targeting me through other people, I ought to be suspicious about every move he makes. But why would Darius encourage Ben to reach out to me?

      “You haven’t been available lately,” I say, skeptically.

      “Now he’s complaining?” Darius leans in closer. “Whatever. Keep your cool, and give him some space. He can come to you when he wants. It’s not like you didn’t offer.”

      “Fine, I’ll give you some space,” Ben says, standing up.

      So, there it is. He’s trying to make me drive Ben away. Darius must have known I’d question Ben’s sudden shift in attitude. It gave Ben the perfect excuse to abandon me and still allow him to feel like the good guy at the same time. How long has Darius manipulated me like this? Does he know me so well that he knows how to push my buttons? A chill runs up my spine. If Darius wants me isolated, and if I shut out Ben, it’ll be my own fault. I can’t just let him walk away.

      “There were two officers at my house last night,” I blurt out. Ben stops in his tracks and turns around to face me.

      I press my fists into the cement on either side of myself while I confess. “My dad was arrested. He’s a major gambler, owes lots of money, so he steals it...” My voice cracks as I trail off. I still haven’t processed this like I need to, so talking about it is painful. Darius’ eyebrows raise in surprise.

      Ben sinks back onto the stairs looking dazed. “Is that what Blake meant? Your dad stole from Kenna’s family?”

      I nod and stare at my shoes.

      Darius leans over Ben again. “Liam expects to be friends with Kenna after something like that?” Ben grimaces as the thought settles in.

      I know it’s risky, but I react to Darius’ prompt immediately. “Kenna already knew. This whole time. She talked to me last night and said she doesn’t blame me for what happened.”

      Darius scoffs in Ben’s ear. “Does he honestly believe that? You were right all along. She’s leading him on just to make Blake jealous. This way she gets revenge on both of them.”

      He is so good at this. It didn’t trip him up at all that I navigated around his attempt to get me to shut Ben out. What is his motive now? To pit Ben against Kenna? To make them dislike each other so I have to choose between them? I refuse to let that happen.

      But the longer Ben thinks about what Darius just told him, his forehead wrinkles in confusion, and he shakes his head.

      For a second, Darius looks worried, but as he peers at Ben he sighs with understanding. “You idiot. You’re not good enough for Kenna.”

      The look of hurt in Ben’s eyes betrays exactly why Darius would say that.

      Ben has moved on from Gabby and latched onto the idea of Kenna.

      A mixture of disbelief, frustration, and disappointment rushes through me. But I don’t have time to feel upset. I have to stay one step ahead of Darius. This jinni is way more experienced at manipulation than I expected him to be.

      Darius tilts his head and strokes his chin thoughtfully, as if he just received a new idea. “You’re not good enough for her, but neither is Liam. Despite everything, she’s still kind to him. Maybe you’re not so hopeless after all.”

      Ben glances at me, not sure what to do with this thought.

      I decide to just be honest with Ben. Darius wants us to play games with each other, but I won’t fall for it. “I mean, she probably only said she doesn’t blame me because she doesn’t want me to feel bad,” I say. “She’s nice like that.”

      Ben searches my face. “You think she’s nice, but not nice enough to actually forgive you?”

      I sigh. “This whole thing is so complicated. If only I hadn’t stood up for her in front of Blake that first day…”

      “No, she needed that,” Ben says. “I think that meant a lot to her.”

      I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees, picking at my fingernails. “Part of me wishes the two of us never started talking again. I just keep getting shoved in her path, you know? Like, when I was the last one left in the classroom to carry her out during the flood.”

      Ben studies the cement. The fact is, he was there for both opportunities, but I was the one to step up.

      Darius looks stunned. My heart does a victory leap inside my chest, but I try to hide the emotion from my face.

      “You don’t see the way she looks at you.” Ben shrugs. “Even after knowing what your dad did. You’re right, it doesn’t matter to her.”

      “Don’t you dare support him!” Darius yells.

      “I don’t deserve the support,” I say, hoping Ben realizes how ridiculous the voice in the back of his head is. Darius perks up, and I recognize my mistake. I repeated Darius almost exactly.

      Ben looks at me suspiciously, a question dancing in his eyes—are you reading my mind?

      Darius scrutinizes me as he gives his next instructions. “Liam ought to stay away from her for a while.”

      Ben doesn’t say anything, walking the line between obeying and not.

      But Darius doesn’t take his eyes off me. Should I bait him?

      “I should...” I stammer, and Darius’ eyes light up.

      “You should stay away from her,” Darius repeats. This time however, his words echo in my own head. It’s an odd sensation, like an epiphany, an urge driving me to accept what Darius said.

      Darius compelled me directly. I can’t stop the smile from creeping up my face.

      “Not a chance,” I say out loud, disobeying his direct command.

      Three golden strands attach to Darius’ wrist, then the other end spirals around my own. His eyes dart back and forth in horror as he recognizes his mistake.
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      The strands attached to my arm glisten in the sunlight. I can’t believe I just got three wishes. Darius’ entire body goes rigid as he lifts his wrist. His eyes bulge as he stares at the three strands connecting the two of us.

      “Is everything okay?” Ben asks, studying my sudden change in mood.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, trying to look conflicted again. I’m being too obvious. “I just have a lot to think about.”

      Ben nods and looks out across the quad, content to sit quietly beside me when Stormy appears in a dusty, weak cyclone, clutching his stomach. He wasn’t gone long.

      Faux, the purple jinni from the soccer game comes flying at us from across the quad. As he notices the golden strands fixed between the two of us, a wide smile breaks across his face. “Well, well. What happened here?” he asks.

      Darius stares at the strands attached to his wrist, still too shocked to answer.

      Stormy gloats as he comes closer, even though he’s still halfway crumpled over, clutching his stomach. “He influenced an untouchable who disobeyed him, and now he’s bound to him.”

      Faux sends him a sideways glance. “Obviously, Sherlock. But, you’re looking a bit snuffed yourself. What happened to you?”

      Stormy points a finger at Darius. “Darius attacked me so no one would witness him break the law.”

      Darius grits his teeth in annoyance. “I didn’t break the law.”

      “I didn’t break the law.” Faux repeats, sounding exactly like Darius as he swirls around the two of them, then laughs as he leaves a trail of smoke floating on the breeze behind him. “Of course you didn’t. I find myself spontaneously chained to murderers we’re forbidden to influence all the time.”

      Darius takes a swipe at him, but the chains on my wrist keep him out of reach. Faux laughs and continues to circle us.

      “Darius owes justice a debt. We must take him to stand trial before Tetra,” Stormy says.

      I raise an eyebrow. The jinn have a legal system?

      “This isn’t a crime. You think I deliberately did this?” Darius says.

      Faux waves his hand dismissively in the air. “Liam will use his wishes, and everything will go back to normal.”

      Stormy’s gray cheeks turn a shade darker as he blushes in anger. “You are going to let him get away with this? Darius broke the law!”

      Darius darkens and drifts closer to Stormy. “Be careful with your accusations, little storm cloud. Remember, you abandoned your own assignment without permission to chase after this nobody. Does Tetra know about that?”

      Stormy grits his teeth. “That’s not the same.”

      Darius rises up, his black leather jacket tightening as he flexes his arms. “You disobeyed direct orders. My exposure could lead to your own.”

      Stormy shrinks back, his resolve buckling under Darius’ intense stare.

      I can’t believe this. No one is going to stand up to this jerk! He just blackmailed Stormy into keeping his secrets. Stormy said that this jinn, Tetra, was some kind of judge. If he knew about what Darius has done, maybe Darius couldn’t persecute me. It might be that simple.

      I need a way to expose Darius to Tetra.

      Immediately, heat ripples through my chest, making me gasp. It washes over me like the sun sears the skin off my body, bleaching the colors of the world as it passes through me. Bolts of fiery lightning shoot through my muscles.

      As quickly as it started, the sensation cools and my body welcomes the warmth. Sweat trickles down my forehead, and I pant as I realize the quad around me has faded to a dismal shade of gray.

      Ben gasps beside me. He sat there so quietly I almost forgot about him.

      “Liam?” His eyes dart around frantically. He spins full circle, searching for me. I glance back at the jinn who stare at me with open mouths, even clearer than they were before. A chain disappears from Darius’ wrist. I look down at my hands, only two strands remain.

      One of my wishes is gone.

      My eyes widen.

      All the jinn throughout campus stop mid-air and stare at me. Darius blinks rapidly, straining to remain composed as he holds his tethered wrist out.

      I clench my fists, preparing to defend myself.

      “What is he doing here?” Faux asks in disbelief.

      “He wished to expose me to Tetra,” Darius whispers, mostly to himself.

      Stormy laughs and runs his hands over his head, unable to believe his luck. “I don’t have to say anything! You’re bound to his request.” He turns to laugh into the crowd. “The tethers on Darius’ wrist will expose his crime for us!”

      The crowd closes in, the jinn trailing nearer to inspect what happened.

      Darius floats toward me, his eyebrows furrowed, his shoulders tense. “How do you know about Tetra?”

      Although I’m terrified that he’s talking to me, I have to act calm. I have the upper hand right now, and I can’t afford to lose it.

      I smile and shrug. “It’s easy to pick up on things when no one thinks you’re listening, Darius.”

      His eyes widen as I mention his name. Even Faux and Stormy look concerned as they realize I’ve been playing them.

      Darius straightens with panic behind his eyes. “I refuse to take you.”

      His jaw clenches with the effort to resist my demand. The veins in Darius’ neck flare with light, as the tension builds. Every moment he resists, the pain seems to grow inside him. A desperate yell explodes from him, and a thick mist gathers around us, swirling violently. The air tugs at my clothes and hair as the vortex picks up speed. Soon the cyclone smears across my vision, making it impossible to keep my eyes open. I crumple to my knees, holding my head. It’s like Gideon’s dust devil on the singing dunes all over again. I open my mouth, but I can’t breathe, the air is moving too quickly.

      Suddenly, the fog scatters. I gasp and look up from under my hands. Darius freezes in midair, looking nervous.

      Pushing myself up from the ground, I struggle to make sense of my surroundings. The air around me is dank and dark. Above me, the ceiling is formed out of rocks and the walls drip with water. Colorful lights dance against sides of the cavern, cast by the bodies of several jinn floating through the room.

      As they notice Darius and me, a few of them jolt back in shock. There’s even a startled squeal as a few of them dart away and I get a better view of the room beyond.

      I’m in the center of a large cavern filled with colorful light that dances against the polished stone walls like a reflection through water. Jinn hover in clusters on every side of me. Small balls of light filled with smoky illusions warble like miniature desert mirages around the room.

      I’m washed out in the middle of this cavern of colors. My mind wants to reject it. It’s all too much.

      “So, you’ve brought me a human?” a deep voice asks from behind me. There’s a gravelly quality to it, like the sound fire makes as it consumes wood.

      I turn around and come face to face with the most striking jinni I’ve ever seen. His skin is midnight black, so dark that it swims with every color on the spectrum, like light reflecting off oil. He has piercing green eyes, but as he studies me, they change. The green pulses briefly, then a dark blue hue bleeds into his iris.

      “Tetra?” I ask in a whisper. His eyebrows raise in surprise, then he glances at Darius.

      “This is Tetra,” Darius answers, bowing his head to the dark jinn, looking like a dog cowering in front of a cruel master.

      As he speaks, one of the strands attached to my wrist disappears.

      I gasp.

      Darius answered my stupid question, and now my second wish is gone. If I lose my last wish, I won’t get home. I shouldn’t talk, or think, or breathe…

      Darius bows before him. “My liege.” His voice warbles. My stomach twists into knots as I wonder what kind of jinni could make Darius nervous.

      Tetra leans forward, his curved feet gliding through the air. He wears an athletic cut, modern gray suit jacket with no shirt beneath. The simple color makes the tone of his skin stand out even more. Unlike all the other jinn in the room, Tetra isn’t afraid of me.

      He circles around me, coming to rest a few inches away from my face. He tilts his head to the side curiously. I feel like a bird being inspected by a tiger. Except I can’t fly away if he pounces.

      The idea that I ever felt afraid of Blake Matthews is ridiculous to me now.

      “How did this happen?” Tetra asks, turning his gaze toward Darius. Darius looks at the ground, looking furious and ashamed at the same time.

      Tetra’s voice drops into a menacing tone. “Answer me.”

      Darius refuses to look up from the cavern floor. “He tricked me, my liege. He—”

      Tetra’s eyes flare red. “Don’t deflect the blame on this mortal!” His voice echoes off the cavern walls. “This boy couldn’t have crossed the curse’s border without your help.”

      “You might think I’m not capable of fooling the jinn. But that’s exactly what happened,” I say, careful not to phrase my thoughts as a question.

      Tetra turns and stares at me, his eyebrow raised in surprise. Then he laughs, a deep, rumbling sound that reverberates through the entire cavern. The crowd of jinn surrounding us begin to laugh with him, though their laughter sounds frantic and forced. I shrink back from the hysterical forms around me. Some of these jinn might scurry away in fear, but others might try to torment me.

      Tetra stops laughing and holds up his hand, silencing the cackling jinn around him. “I haven’t spoken to a human in—well—centuries. I forgot how entertaining you can be. How did you come here?”

      I straighten up and raise my wrist, showing the final tether strung between the two of us. “Darius has been bothering me, and I thought you ought to know what he’s done.”

      His eyes change color again, this time turning a deep, poisonous purple. “I didn’t ask why you are here, stupid boy. I want to know how.” There is a frenzied, hungry excitement behind his gaze.

      My voice falters. “I think I wished myself here.”

      Tetra’s face falls, and his eyes fade into a dull gray color. “You wished yourself here?” he repeats.

      I nod my head slowly. Cautiously.

      “Well, then,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “You’re of no use to me. Be gone, the both of you.” He turns to leave.

      “My lord?” Darius asks, looking surprised that he could get off so easily.

      “But, Darius broke the law.” I motion to the strand between me and him.

      Tetra doesn’t even acknowledge me. He speaks to the crowd. “This boy holds no new information. We’ve already tried wishing ourselves through the curse, and it didn’t work. He’s useless.” The crowd scowls down at me, and I shrink back.

      Tetra turns his head over his shoulder, looking back at Darius. “I’m disappointed by your mistake. However, I’m sure you’ll have no problem eliminating this child and freeing yourself from this unfortunate circumstance.”

      Darius stares, disbelieving. “Of course, sir.”

      Tetra turns back to his court. “Everyone back to your duties!”

      The crowd surrounding us scrambles back to their positions near the glowing orbs.

      I just stand there in shock. I had a chance to fix things, and I blew it.

      “Should we get started then?” Darius asks, rubbing his hands together.
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      Though most of the jinn have turned their backs to me, the rippling colors from their skin reflect off the cavern walls. But instead of appearing majestic, the walls feel like a prison.

      Darius floats around me with his hands clasped behind his back. “My, you are certainly careful with your thoughts, aren’t you? Most humans are so weak, they don’t last a few minutes before they use all three of their wishes. Yet here you are, in the heartland, still holding on to one—precious—wish.” The entire mood of the room darkens, making my skin prickle with dread.

      Darius stops in front of me, and pushes on his chin until his neck pops. “All compliments aside, however, I don’t like loose ends.”

      Before I can respond, Darius claps his hands together, summoning another cyclone that sucks me away to who knows where. I don’t have time to brace myself, so I’m thrown onto my side, my body toppling head over heels through the whipping wind. Once the thrashing mist clears, my body crumples to the ground.

      My ears ring from the gale, but soon, I pick out two familiar voices. Kenna and Ben. My eyes fly open. I’m back at school, lying on the soggy ground outside Mr. Herrera’s classroom. For a second, I think Darius has thrown me back into my own world. But I’m disappointed when I realize everything is still faded and gray.

      “He was here. Then he—he evaporated!” Ben paces back and forth outside the classroom.

      “Ben, you aren’t making any sense,” Kenna says as Ben tears through the caution tape lining the doorway. Darius glides up beside me, tracing his fingers along the place on his wrist where the final strand is attached.

      “Poor things. Your friends seem concerned,” Darius says.

      Ben paces around the room, searching under desks while Kenna watches him from the front door.

      “You’re not supposed to be in there,” Kenna says, glancing over her shoulder.

      “Liam?” Ben whispers, then pauses as if listening for a ghost.

      “Ben, what’s going on?” Kenna asks, her eyebrows drawing together in concern.

      Ben turns to face her. “I told you, he talked to me, acted weird, then fizzled out of existence!”

      “She doesn’t believe a word you’re saying,” Darius says, looming over the top of Ben.

      I need to do something, but I only have one wish left and I need it to get back. Except, Tetra said they already tried that and failed. I can’t think about this too much. Asking myself questions might risk losing my wish to Darius.

      I don’t know what to do.

      “You see, the trouble with having a vendetta against an untouchable like you is that you have to work through other people,” Darius says, moving closer to Kenna.

      My pulse rises as he nears her. His eyes light up with amusement as he notices the effect he’s having on me.

      “It’s a shame I didn’t realize that enticing an untouchable wasn’t something Tetra took seriously, or else this would have ended long ago.”

      I’m still not sure what an untouchable is, but I’m assuming it’s someone the jinn aren’t supposed to influence.

      “Ben, why do you need—” Kenna begins, but Ben cuts her off.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying? He disappeared!” His face flushes a deeper shade of gray, and he seems about ready to explode with frustration.

      Darius pounces on the opportunity. “Nobody listens to you. Not even Kenna. It’s like you don’t even exist.”

      The words flash through Ben’s eyes. Darius has quickly targeted the thing that hurts Ben the most.

      “Maybe you’re not worth listening to,” Darius says.

      Ben looks down and his cheeks burn. How could Darius do this? He’s shamelessly attacking Ben’s confidence.

      “Or, maybe you’re not trying to make yourself heard,” Darius continues.

      Ben’s face hardens as Darius’ taunt hits its mark. His eyes flash with emerald light, and he straightens up. As if in slow motion, Darius and Ben move together, each mirroring the other’s movements exactly. They pick up a chair and throw it against the demolished classroom wall with more strength than I knew he had in him. A sharp clank of metal on metal reverberates through the classroom as the chair connects with the bare pipe that the construction crew worked on earlier today. Kenna stares in shock. Ben breathes hard but seems satisfied that she is finally looking at him. Suddenly, the newly repaired pipe bursts, a large chunk of the metal flying at Kenna.

      “No!” I shout, darting forward. But nobody hears me.

      The metal hits Kenna with such ferocity that it lifts her off her feet. She collapses to the floor, surrounded by a spray of water and rotting building materials. She lays motionless as debris continues to fall around her.

      Ben’s face changes from one of triumph to horror.

      “Kenna!” I shout, rushing to her side. Ben just hesitates over her body; instant regret and panic playing through his face.

      “Kenna, Kenna, no!” I yell as her blood begins to mingle with the spray of water in the room. My eyes cloud with tears, and my hands shake.

      Darius fingers the final chain attached to my wrist. “You could fix all this. All you have to do is ask.”

      My last wish. Kenna might already be dead. Ben just stares, unblinking, at her dented forehead. He seems afraid to touch her, convincing me that Ben won’t get her the help she needs in time. I don’t have a choice.

      “I want you to heal her! Perfect. Back to the way she was before,” I say.

      Darius smiles. “As you wish.” Darius closes his eyes, and the strand attached to our wrists wraps around Kenna’s forehead.

      Ben’s eyes widen, and he leans away from Kenna. The strand disappears, and Kenna’s forehead stops bleeding. Her eyes flutter open, and she sits up shakily. Ben finally snaps out of his stupor, scoops her up in his arms, and carries her out the door, dripping a trail of water and blood behind him.

      My short-lived relief is overwhelmed by the realization that without any more wishes tethered to my wrist, I am stuck here. My skin turns clammy as I look toward Darius, terrified of what he’ll do next.

      As he drifts toward me, I realize there’s only one thing for me to do.

      Run.
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      I dash through the open classroom door and skid to a stop on the path outside. A cluster of wild-looking jinn form a half circle in front of me, cutting off my escape route. These aren’t Darius’ cronies from school—they’re maroon, charcoal, light gray. They look feral and ready to pounce at the slightest movement.

      Clenching my fists, I do my best not to look scared. Some primal instinct inside of me tells me not to back down. I make eye contact with a girl with a pair of light golden eyes. It’s the copper jinn from the dunes. The one who was watching me.

      Darius’ voice trails out of the classroom, his casual tone drifts through the doorway behind me. “I don’t know where you intend to run, but we might as well make this sporting…” his voice drifts off as he notices the jinn.

      The copper jinni sends him a mischievous smirk, then darts toward me. I don’t have time to react. I’m swept up into a cyclone, wilder than any other that has carried me away. The air threatens to rip me apart, and I cover my head. Suddenly, as quickly as it began, the air stills. I gasp, sucking in a breath, and stumble forward.

      Even though the air has stopped swirling, I’m unsteady on my feet. I hate the way jinn travel.

      Tall, gray evergreens cluster around me, the muted color makes the forest look dead and dismal. There’s only a hint of pine in the air.

      A black whirlwind appears, and a charcoal jinni steps out, bringing me back to my senses. “What were you thinking, Sheera? Darius isn’t going to like having his prize snatched away like that.”

      The girl, Sheera, snorts. “You think Darius would give us a chance with him?”

      My stomach sinks even lower. Though I’m grateful someone is anxious to get me away from Darius, I don’t know who these jinn are. Are they kidnapping me? Are they worse than Darius? There’s no way to know. Things may have just gone from bad to worse. I glance between the trees, searching for an escape path. More cyclones rise up around me as the rest of their group arrives.

      The charcoal jinni steps forward, addressing the others. “You two, pass around to point one. Sheera and I will take the boy and meet up with you at point five to ensure Darius doesn’t find us.”

      “Yes, Jett,” they respond in unison, like a trained squadron.

      As they speak his name, an emerald green cyclone appears through the trees. Darius flies horizontally from its center, straight toward me.

      I turn and dart through the misty, colorless forest.

      “Sheera! Don’t let the boy get away!” Jett shouts from behind me.

      I’m no match for the copper jinni’s speed. She whirls around, trapping me in another cyclone. A few breathless seconds later, we appear in the middle of a busy, tropical market. I stumble onto the path, looking around in wonder at the jinn metropolis built on top of the tents and thatched-roof shops. This is insane.

      Jett appears and rushes toward me, bringing a finger between our faces, and whispers, baring sharp, semi-pointed teeth. “Don’t do that again.”

      I wait till he turns away, then I take off. Although I try my best, I run through an old woman, sending a fiery flash of heat surging through my body. Sweat sizzles off my neck. I make it around a corner and crash into an incoming cyclone. It feels like being smeared against a brick wall as I hit and fly back into the whirling air. I land on the ground, my brain spinning from the impact, and Darius circles in dizzying spirals over the top of me. For a second, I’m glad to see him, but then I come to my senses.

      I try to push myself up from the ground, but Darius thrusts his incorporeal hand into my shoulder. I cry out in pain as he fumbles around in my joint as if he’s searching for something. The tangerine light inside me flares around his hand. His eyes widen, entranced by the appearance of the jinn force inside of me. Beads of sweat drip down my cheeks, pooling around my collarbone, triggering my grade school training to “stop, drop, and roll.” I twist my body, and Darius’ arm slides through my back as I turn away. He follows me, scooping his hand through my shoulder again and again, trying to pull out the light from inside me. My skin bubbles up, blistering with the heat. I cry out in agony.

      Just then, a dark form flies through the wall at Darius. Jett collides with the jinni’s body in a flash of lightning. Sheera floats through the wall to my right then crouches over me protectively. The pulsing light within her flares with every breath like a bellows feeding a flame.

      For a moment, her defensive posture over the top of me fills me with relief. But then she pulls me through another cyclone. Nobody trying to help me would put me through this kind of torture.

      “You’re not making this easy!” Sheera says over the wind. If I could breathe enough to answer back, I would.

      I try to rise, but the pain in my shoulder is so overpowering I don’t even make it to my knees before I’m sucked into another wind tunnel.

      This is going to kill me.

      The howling wind is monstrous as we bounce into another cyclone. I can’t take it anymore. The rushing air makes breathing impossible. I struggle to stay conscious. It’s too much. My head bobs toward the ground as I lose control and darkness closes in. My vision constricts as I fight to draw air into my lungs.

      Another wind tunnel.

      Another...

      Another...

      It’s suddenly quiet. It takes everything I have to open my eyes. Sheera crouches on the ground in front of me.

      Her large golden eyes stare intently into my own. “I think he’s okay. Traveling seems hard for him.”

      My kidnappers assemble in a circle around me, watching from a distance as I pry myself from the ground. I have no idea where I am. Moonlight shimmers through an exotic garden surrounded by a high stone wall, blocking the view beyond. There’s a pond to my left, covered in lily pads and palm fronds. Little alcoves lay hidden in the trees, and a few jinn retreat into them, resting on padded mats and pillows. As beautiful as this new environment is, something about it is eerie and wrong. A breeze rustles the long vines of a willow tree, but there’s no stir in the air. It smells slightly like wet cement and the air is chilled and humid. I look up to survey the sky and am shocked to find rough stone above me.

      Another cave?

      “Where am I?” I ask.

      “This is the menagerie,” Sheera whispers, giving me a smile that, despite the fact she kidnapped me, is comforting.

      Jett drifts closer to us. “Don’t tell him anything about us.”

      Sheera backs away, ducking her head. “I’ve studied him. He won’t betray us.”

      “But I’m not going to help you either,” I say firmly, the adrenaline of being kidnapped finally is letting itself out. A jolt of pain from my shoulder ripples through me, and I clutch my arm closer to my body.

      Sheera snorts and nods toward the blistered skin on my shoulder. “Did you want us to let Darius continue to barbeque you?”

      “All I’ve ever gotten from jinn is trouble,” I say, narrowing my gaze.

      “We could say the same about humans,” Jett says, folding his arms and leaning over me.

      “Then why all the effort to get me?” I look around the lush garden and the jinn hovering around anxiously. This group seems less conniving, more hopeful. But could it be an act?

      “You are the first human to pass through the curse.” Jett raises his chin. “We have tried to break through for thousands of years, but nothing has worked. You, however, proved that passing through is possible. There must be a way.”

      I wrinkle up my face. “Curse? What are you talking about?”

      Jett looks surprised and glares at Sheera. “This boy knows nothing of our history. And you thought he could help us?”

      I scoff. “If you think I’m going to help unleash jinn on the world, you’re wrong.”

      Jett’s charcoal eyes darken, and he storms off in the other direction.

      Sheera rolls her eyes at me. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      Then she too, turns and drifts away to rest beneath one of the canopies, leaving me alone in the middle of this eerie tropical garden.
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      Even though these jinn saved me from Darius, I don’t trust them. I wander around the menagerie, studying the odd flowers and leaves in the trees that rustle without making a sound. There’s no breeze, so the movement messes with my brain, making me feel like I’m in a dream. It doesn’t help that everything glows. The edges of each flower ripple with pulsing light, like a picture with too high of a beauty filter on. I attempt to touch the petals and wrinkle my forehead in concern when my fingers pass through them.

      “It’s an illusion,” a voice says behind me, making me whirl around. Sheera crouches in the air just a few feet behind me.

      “You scared me,” I say.

      She sits with her feet crossed beneath her in the air. “You’re loud when you move. Like a human.”

      “I am a human.”

      Sheera shakes her head. “But you glow like a jinni.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t know how it works.”

      “When a jinni kills a human, they sacrifice their life to restore what they stole,” she says.

      I blink in surprise. This is the first time a jinni has been so straightforward in offering me information. It’s a bit odd.

      “My name is Sheera,” she says, holding her hand out to shake. I don’t want to burn my hand off, so I decline. She keeps it raised for a moment, like a dog does when it’s hoping you’ll shake his paw. But when she realizes it’s not going to happen, she tucks it against her chest like she’s been wounded.

      “If you’re not pushing people around with Tetra, then what do you do?” I raise my chin.

      She smiles, revealing her sharpened teeth. “I build illusions and watch humans. There’s not much else to do.”

      “Because of the curse?”

      “Ugh, I can’t believe you don’t know anything.”

      I narrow my eyes and duck back my chin. “That’s not my fault. It’s not like I could ask Gi…” Something inside me tells me I might not want to rat out the jinni hiding in my bedroom. “It’s not like I could ask Darius how everything works.”

      Sheera folds her arms. “Then ask me.”

      “Yeah right. Like the jinn ever do anything for free. Too bad I’m all out of wishes,” I say saucily, holding up my bare arm.

      She gives me a flat look. “We’re not all jerks like him you know.”

      She snaps her fingers, and I shout out in surprise as the floor disappears beneath me. My feet dangle in the air. My body floats in pitch darkness. Pinpricks of light grow in the pitch black, forming the Milky Way. To my right, Sheera appears and navigates through space as if it is no big deal. My entire body tenses as I hover in the center of a cold galaxy.

      “What did you do?” I ask.

      “You don’t know anything about the curse, and you want answers. So, come on.” Sheera waves her hand over her shoulder, motioning for me to follow her through space.

      I laugh in disbelief. Does she expect me to fly? I lean forward and am surprised when I move. In fact, it’s not hard at all to drift through the cosmos.

      It’s all just an illusion, I remind myself.

      But as I wander through the dark, watching gas clouds and glittering ice pass by me, I can’t help but feel overwhelmed by how amazing this whole thing is. A burst of burning plasma escapes a star in a wide arc, shooting far enough from the surface to break the pull back to its core. It soars past us, spurting a blazing tail as it whips through space.

      “Witness the birth of a jinni,” Sheera says, melodramatically, spreading her arms to the star in front of us. As the fireball speeds away, Sheera gives me a mischievous smirk, pins her hands to her sides, then rocket blasts after it.

      I gulp and squint my eyes as I mimic her motion.

      I fly forward faster than I thought possible for a human to move. The two of us trail after the fireball as it speeds through the universe, burning brighter and more consistent, taking on the form of a jinni.

      We pass more stars, picking up additional jinn as we go until a crowd surrounds us.

      We pass old, careworn planets, and others that are infantile and undeveloped. Earth comes into view, and we soar into its atmosphere.

      The sensation of flying is indescribable. Together, we soar across the ocean and into a forest, passing trees, huts, and animals below.

      One jinni shoots like a beam of light into a nearby tree. The tree erupts with colorful leaves.

      “What was that?” I ask, turning to Sheera.

      She shrugs. “We’ve always found masters on earth. Jinn aren’t fans of the cold, and life in space can be pretty bleak.”

      A second jinni shoots into the back of a prowling wolf, who stops and raises its head, its eyes glowing in the night. A final jinni whirls around a primitive family, forming a protective cyclone around them.

      Sheera and I come to rest near the hut as the dust clears, revealing the family dressed in cotton robes as the colorful jinni bows before them.

      “So, let me get this straight.” I turn to Sheera. “You come here, find whatever suits you, then become its servant? Why would you want to do that?”

      Sheera scratches behind her ear as she thinks about it. “Well, when we first come to your world, we aren’t exactly a—tangible presence. Like at your school, how none of the other students can see the jinn world around them.”

      “So, it’s like you’re in some other reality?” I ask.

      “Sure.” She nods. “The fact is, once we find someone to help, someone to assist, that’s ties us to your world, pulls us out of this bleak existence and into your world.”

      I purse my lips in thought. “So, when Darius and I went to meet Tetra and they talked about finding a way back through the curse, is that what they meant?”

      Sheera turns pale. “You met Tetra?”

      “Yeah, I wished myself there so I could expose Darius. It didn’t go over so well.”

      “The fact that you’re still alive means it went better than it should have. Take my advice and don’t ever wish for that again.” Sheera says. Before I can ask her why, she snaps her fingers, and I find myself in a shimmering desert, soaring toward a large stone building covered in gardens. A man stands on top of a tower, holding a large staff in his hand. A ruby-red jinni hovers by his side.

      “The curse began when a selfish king wanted more than just servants. He tried to enslave us, using our masters to coerce us to do his bidding. But when we revolted, he created a curse that prevented us from choosing new masters. When he died, the curse lived on, preventing us from serving, with no way to fulfill our purpose and no hope of escaping to another world.”

      The king slams his staff against the tower floor, and a rippling light shoots into the sky, covering earth’s atmosphere with a force field. Before I can ask any clarifying questions, a sandstorm washes over us, swallowing up the kingdom. When the sand dies down, we’re back in the menagerie, sitting on plush pillows inside one of the shelters.

      Sheera waves her hand, and a grapevine grows from the floor in the center of the canopy. She plucks a grape and tosses it into the air. Just before it hits her mouth, it dissipates into smoke, reminding me that none of this is real.

      “Basically, we can’t serve, we can’t leave, and we’re cursed to wander as shadows of what we used to be.”

      I lean back against the fake pillow but there’s nothing actually there to support me. “I don’t know, it doesn’t seem so bad here.”

      “It’s basically a huge waiting room where we come while we’re looking for new masters. Believe me, a life without purpose isn’t very entertaining.”

      I try to pull one of the grapes from the vine Sheera created, but my hand passes through it. “So that’s why you want to go back? Entertainment?”

      Sheera sighs and her eyes flit up to the ceiling of the cave. “Service brings maturity and wisdom, a chance to develop our powers. Jinn determine age by how many times we’ve served. The curse stopped our progression. I only served once before we became cursed.”

      “So, you’re like a baby?”

      Sheera rolls her eyes. “To them, yes. But I’ve observed humans and animals for two-thousand years. I’m inexperienced, but it’s as if I’m more like—like you.”

      “A teenager?”

      She nods and throws a fake grape at me. It hits my cheek and dissolves in a puff of smoke.

      I try to clear it away from my face. “Okay, since you’re answering questions, why are Darius and his jinn such jerks?”

      “They weren’t always like that. In the beginning, they were determined to loyally serve whoever freed us. But, over time, I think they realized nobody even remembered them, let alone wanted to rescue them. The more time went by, the more they grew to hate mankind,” she says.

      “So they decided to taunt us instead?” I ask.

      Sheera lounges on her side and whispers conspiratorially. “At first they decided they were going to save themselves. So, they focused on directing pirates and treasure hunters on crazy expeditions. No one knows where the king hid the talisman, so they made the humans hungry to dig up long lost artifacts and raid treasuries in search for it.”

      “That kind of stuff still happens,” I say.

      She rolls onto her back and looks up at the ceiling. “Yeah, but it’s not the same. Once they learned they could still play the humans like puppeteers, they settled on tormenting the people who failed them.”

      “I didn’t see you following anyone around at school.” I say, raising an eyebrow.

      “That’s because I’m a hound jinni. I don’t really have a taste for helping humans. They’re too complicated. But serving objects was too boring. They’re so helpless. Being an animal jinni was the perfect setup.”

      Gideon is sort of helpless. How boring would it have been to be buried in the desert for who knows how long. In fact, thinking about him brings up another question I have.

      “So, if humans and animals die, does that mean there are object jinn in the world who are still on the other side of the curse?”

      “Yes, but there aren’t many of them. They’re all pricks if you ask me. None of them will help us because they think if the curse is broken, Tetra and his cronies will destroy everything. It’s sad, but there’s definitely bad blood between us.”

      I think I understand a bit better why Gideon demanded I keep him hidden. I wouldn’t want Tetra and his gang hunting me down either, risking being thrown into a centuries-old curse.

      Sheera sits up on her elbow. “Look, I know you haven’t had the best experience with jinn, but we’re not all bad. If we can find a way to get you through the curse, then maybe there’s a way for me to get back too. So, whatever you want to try, I’ll make it happen.”

      “All I want to do right now is find out if Kenna is okay,” I say.

      She raises an eyebrow dramatically. “Too bad you don’t have a friend who knows how to travel on the back of the wind.”

      “You’d take me to see her?” I ask, not daring to hope.

      She rubs her chin in thought. “Darius will probably expect you to go back to her, but I can send Denarii to scout the location and make sure it’s safe. She’s very discreet.” Sheera motions over her shoulder to the jinni with feathers interwoven through her white hair.

      I hold up my finger and whisper. “Okay, but just her.” I barely trust Sheera, let alone anyone else. Sheera nods and rushes off to present the plan to her friend.
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        * * *

      

      I pace restlessly, hoping Jett doesn’t return before the three of us can make it to Kenna.

      Finally, Denarii returns.

      “What took so long?” I ask. “Is everything alright?”

      “It took me a while to track her down, but I found where she went. She’s in the hospital, but there are no jinn in the area,” she says, ducking her head forward. Her movements remind me of a bird.

      “None?” Sheera asks. “That’s odd.”

      “I think so too,” Denarii says.

      “I have to know,” I point my finger toward the ground.

      Sheera bites her bottom lip. “This might be a bad idea.”

      I prepare to argue with her, but she presses her palms together above her head and I brace myself, ready for the swirl of wind. This time is gentler. We’re not in as much of a hurry. Once the mist clears, I am standing in a hospital room with Kenna, her mom, and Ben.

      Kenna already looks much better. She is wearing a hospital gown instead of her bloodied school clothes. Her mom tucks the blanket underneath the mattress’ sides, and Ben sits at the edge of the room, interlacing his fingers anxiously.

      A doctor walks in with a chart. “She’s been cleared. We can’t find anything wrong with her. The scans all came back perfect, though, she is suffering from high stress levels. All she needs is to go home and rest.”

      “But there was blood everywhere,” Ben says, confused.

      The doctor nods. “When she arrived, we expected to find some sort of laceration due to the amount of blood covering her hair and clothes. But there aren’t any abrasions or fractures. We ran some tests, and it was definitely her blood. But we can’t find any sign of internal hemorrhaging. We can’t explain it. Hopefully the police investigation can shed a bit of light on what happened.”

      I am so relieved. It worked. She’s perfect, like I asked. Like I wished.

      Kenna’s mom places her hand on top of Kenna’s. “Honey, I’m going to go pick up an outfit for you, then I’ll come back and we can check you out okay?”

      Kenna nods.

      Soon it’s only Ben and Kenna in the room, completely unaware that I’m watching them from the corner.

      “Have you heard from Liam yet?” Kenna asks.

      “No. I’ll tell him what happened as soon as I see him,” Ben says.

      Kenna slides her feet over the side of the bed. “You were so concerned about finding him.”

      Ben looks at his hands. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Kenna tilts her head to the side. “But, you said—”

      Ben jerks to his feet. “I’ve seen a lot of weird things today, okay? Things I can’t explain. Liam disappeared in front of my eyes. And that pipe should have smashed in your head.” He steps up next to the hospital bed. “It—it did smash in your head.”

      Her eyes narrow. “What?”

      “You bled all over the floor. You heard what the doctor said. You were covered in blood. You weren’t moving. There’s a reason why the school nurse immediately called an ambulance for you.”

      Kenna looks up at him.

      “I don’t know why, but one moment you were dying, and the next, it all stopped.” Ben sits on the side of the bed. “Kenna, your head un-crumpled on its own.”

      “She’s fine,” Sheera whispers. “I think we should go now.”

      I nod, but as I turn to go, the door opens and Blake steps in, holding a grocery store bouquet in his hands. I panic, expecting Darius to trail behind him, but oddly, Blake is alone.

      Ben stands up next to Kenna with clenched fists.

      “What are you doing here?” Kenna asks.

      “I heard what happened. I had to make sure you were alright,” Blake says. He steps close to her side. My chest tightens.

      “Ben, don’t let him go near her,” I plead. Ben reaches out and grabs Blake’s wrist, stopping him from coming any closer. Ben’s eyes widen and he glances down at his grip on Blake’s wrist, then around the room.

      “I don’t think you should be here,” Kenna says.

      Thoughts race through my head. If Ben heard me, would Blake listen to me too?

      “What do you want, Blake?” I say from behind him. Blake turns to look over his shoulder, and I meet his gaze. Can he see me? He sets his jaw and his eyes trail to the side, looking directly down the hall, through me.

      “Look, I know I’ve been a jerk—” Blake turns back to Kenna, but she raises her hand, cutting him off.

      “Blake, she doesn’t want you here,” I say firmly.

      This time Blake turns his entire body toward me. “Okay, where are you?” He looks through the doorway.

      He can hear me.

      Kenna and Ben look at each other, then Ben shifts, putting himself between Kenna and Blake.

      Blake turns back. “This isn’t funny. Where is he hiding?”

      “Who?” Kenna asks.

      “Liam,” he says. Kenna and Ben glance at each other again. “This little trick he’s pulling is stupid.”

      “You know where Liam is?” Ben asks. There’s a mixture of relief and concern in his voice. I feel guilty. I’ve felt so concerned for Kenna that I haven’t even thought once about what Ben must think about my sudden disappearance.

      “Ben, don’t worry. I’m here,” I say. Ben’s eyes widen, and his gaze darts around the room.

      “You can only talk to one person at a time, so be careful who you address,” Sheera says.

      I haven’t said anything to Kenna. That means she doesn’t know what’s going on. “Kenna, it’s okay,” I say.

      Recognition flashes in her eyes, and her shoulders tense. Suddenly, there’s a rush in the air as a new cyclone arrives. Before I can react, Sheera darts to my side, and mist swirls around me.

      “No!” I dash forward in an effort to escape the rising cyclone. I hit the wall of the whirlwind and am tossed back onto my butt. I’m thrown through layers of tempests; one barely dies before the next rises up around me. Brief landscapes appear through the swirling mist before it picks up and whirls me off again. I don’t handle it any better than I did before. With each new torrent, I sink lower to the ground, struggling to suck enough oxygen into my lungs to keep me alive. Finally, I find myself sprawled on the floor of the menagerie with Sheera.

      “Why did you do that?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “It was Darius. I had to get you out of there,” Sheera says.

      “Sheera, if they can hear me, they can help me.”

      “Apparently Darius figured that out too.” She glances around. “Where’s Denarii? She should be back by now.”

      Finally, the birdlike jinni reappears, looking like she just came from a teenage pillow fight. The ruffled feathers in her platinum hair stick up at weird angles.

      “Darius had a message for Liam. I’ll spare you the monologue he gave me, but basically, the whole thing was a setup. That’s why there weren’t any other jinn at the hospital.” Denarii folds her arms and blows away a feather that dangles into her eyes from her bangs.

      I shake my head in disbelief. “But we got away. And you lost him. He won’t find me, right?”

      “Not a trap for you... A trap for them,” Denarii says. “After you left, your friends searched for your voice. Unfortunately, Darius had Faux with him.”

      I recognize the name of the purple jinni from the soccer game.

      “Oh, no,” Sheera whispers.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Faux is a notorious imitator. He’ll sound just like you,” Denarii says, wringing her hands together. I remember how Faux got his student to mimic his actions exactly during the soccer game, and how he imitated Darius’ voice as he taunted him. This can’t be good.

      I narrow my eyes, not quite understanding. “Like me?”

      Denarii brings her clenched hands up beneath her chin. “Yeah, and he didn’t waste any time getting them to think Faux was you. With that kind of influence, he can get them to do whatever he wants.”

      “Even Kenna?” My empty stomach turns to lead.

      Denarii nods. “Especially the girl.”

      I whirl on Sheera. “I’ve got to get back there. I need to help them!”

      Sheera holds her hands out, trying to calm me down. “It will only make the situation worse. The best you can hope for is that Faux doesn’t sound quite right. Or that he’ll push them too hard and they’ll grow to mistrust him. Imitation is hard to master.”

      Denarii takes a step closer. “Faux has studied Liam for too long. He’s not going to mess up.”

      “I can’t just sit back and let him do this!” Don’t they understand? I press my palms against my eyes. How is this happening?

      Sheera shakes her head. “The more you interfere, the easier it becomes for Darius to manipulate them,” she says. “I think from now on, we should keep you away from your family and friends.”

      “You’re working with him, aren’t you? This is all part of your plan. To get me out of the picture so you can do whatever you want with my friends.”

      Sheera blanches and looks over my shoulder. I turn around and find Jett towering over me.

      “I won’t tolerate being compared to those honorless flakes of ash. And I won’t tolerate my own crew going behind my back again.”
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      I sit with my arms pulled around my knees while Jett scolds Sheera and Denarii on the far side of the menagerie. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but the girls both refuse to look at anything but his feet. They nod in agreement occasionally, and I grit my teeth as yet another set of allies are taken from me.

      Suddenly, Sheera looks up sharply, like she’s ready to bite back. While she speaks, Jett listens, his face frozen in a stoic scowl, then nods. Sheera ducks her chin back in surprise. I don’t think she expected him to listen to her. I swallow as Jett turns and makes his way toward me.

      “They said you can speak to the humans,” Jett says.

      I narrow my eyes. “It didn’t do any good, so I’m not trying it again.”

      He crosses his arms and narrows his eyes. “I’m not interested in talking to people. I’m interested in the fact that you can act as a jinni.”

      I pick at the fake grass. The blades turn into wisps of smoke as I attempt to pluck them from the ground. “I’m not very good at that, either.”

      “Do you even know what you are capable of?” Jett’s deep, rumbling voice is so commanding, I don’t dare ignore him.

      “I can walk through things, but it’s super uncomfortable.”

      Jett’s eyes light up. “It’s uncomfortable for you? As in you can feel things as you pass through them?”

      I shrug.

      He leans forward. “Can you move things?”

      I shake my head.

      He narrows his eyes. “Have you tried?”

      I set my jaw. “I’m not helping you.”

      Jett points to my shoulder. “This burn proves that you are endowed with powers that we are not. You have both jinn and human traits.”

      I push myself up from the ground. “No, I’m not! I can’t travel, I can’t float in the air like you. I can’t pick up things like I used to. It’s like this curse took every good quality about me away. I was cursed as a human, and now I’m cursed as a jinni. I’m more cursed than any of you!”

      My perspective hits Jett hard, like he hadn’t realized I might be a liability instead of an asset.

      Sheera steps forward. “But you used wishes while you were here, right?”

      Jett looks at her sharply.

      “I accidentally wished myself here, asked a question, and saved my friend,” I say.

      “So, if we gave you wishes, could you use them?” she asks.

      I raise an eyebrow. I didn’t expect her to offer to do something like that.

      “I don’t know what I can do,” I say, looking down at my palms.

      “I think,” Jett says, “it’s time for a few experiments.”
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        * * *

      

      Even after a half hour of trying, the word “experiments” continues to make me shudder. I don’t like the idea of being a jinni’s lab rat. I’ve tried earning wishes from them multiple ways, but it doesn’t work.

      “Jinn can’t serve each other, so perhaps that’s why this isn’t working,” Denarii says.

      “Do you think he could grant wishes to a human?” Sheera asks.

      “Finding a human could be more dangerous than it’s worth,” Jett says.

      An idea clicks. “Do you think I could grant my own wishes?”

      “That sounds dangerous,” Sheera says.

      “Impossible,” Denarii says.

      “Why?” I ask.

      Denarii gets a faraway look, like she’s lost in her own thoughts. “Because wishes keep jinn in line. If we prompt anything outside our master’s best interest and they refuse, then they get a wish. If you told yourself to do something, then went against that command, it wouldn’t be considered disobeying yourself, because you told yourself to disobey...”

      Jett raises his hands to soothe Denarii from her philosophical trance. “Okay, okay, we understand it’s a paradox. But what about granting wishes for other humans?”

      “I’ve never granted a wish,” I say.

      “But that doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen,” Sheera says.

      “Jasper, send out a scout,” Jett says, motioning to a jinni with a flat nose and small mouth. Jett turns back to me. “We’ll take you somewhere safe where you can attempt to get a stranger to hear and disobey you. If you successfully grant wishes, then we can start planning from there.”

      Once Jasper returns with a location staked out, Sheera tells me to take a deep breath and raises a whirlwind to transport us. When the air clears, a dumpy whitewashed gas station is revealed in the middle of a flat field.

      “Come with me,” Jett says, floating around the corner. Jasper and Denarii stay outside to keep watch for Darius while Sheera, Jett, and I pass through the closed front door into the building. The uncomfortable heat isn’t as bad when moving through thin glass.

      A scroungy truck driver scans the rack of paperback books in the back of the convenience store.

      “Okay, go ahead. Talk to him,” Sheera says. Even though I know he can’t see me, I’m extremely uncomfortable with the idea of approaching him. The man spins the display case around, looking through the titles.

      “The Giver was good. I read that for school.” I dig my toe into the linoleum. The man yawns and continues to spin the spinning rack then pulls out a western gunslinger novel instead.

      “That wasn’t a direct command. Try to make him look at something else,” Sheera says, refusing to be anything but encouraging. “Say it with more confidence.”

      I take a deep breath and try to put as much melodrama into my voice as possible. “Who needs books anyway. What you really need is some food. They have hot dogs!”

      The trucker’s fingers flip through the paperback, and he tucks it under his arm and scans the collection of novels again.

      Jett rubs his temples in frustration. “Stop speaking to him like he’s a puppy. What’s wrong with you?”

      “But, he didn’t listen to me. Why don’t I have that chain thing?” I ask, raising my empty wrists.

      “He can’t even hear you to disobey you. It takes time for them to acclimate to your voice.”

      My shoulders slump. “I don’t have time.”

      “Let’s go,” Jett says, turning toward the front door.

      “I told you,” I mutter as I follow him outside.

      “Your friends heard you, Liam. There is a way,” Sheera says.

      “This guy didn’t even bat an eyelash. It’s like I didn’t exist at all,” I say as we pass by Denarii standing guard outside.

      Sheera waves her hand dismissively. “It usually takes a few days for Tetra’s jinn to get through.”

      “I can’t spend a few days dedicated to an experiment that might not work. I’ve got to get home before they make my friends do something stupid.”

      “Faux managed to pick them up easily, without spending any time with them.” Denarii says. Sheera pauses to think about this.

      “You think they listened to him because his voice sounded familiar?” Sheera asks.

      Denarii bounces on the tips of her toes, a smile flickering across her face. “Liam, is there anyone you haven’t seen in a while? They might hear you because your voice is familiar, but not close enough for Darius to have his scouts watching them.”

      “Do you know someone like that?” Sheera asks.

      I take a deep breath. “Yeah. He’s in Reno.”
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      “Jett had Jasper stake out the prison,” Sheera whispers beside me.

      Denarii leans in. “He said there are plenty of jinn around, so it’s less suspicious than the hospital was. Hopefully, if you keep a low profile, you won’t have any problems.”

      I nod and wring my hands together. As much as I’ve hoped to someday see my dad again, I’m overwhelmed with anxiety now that I know I’m going to face him.

      Jett finishes speaking to Jasper and approaches me.

      “The more your father hears you, the stronger his desire to obey you will become. Speak too many words and he’ll acclimate to your voice and listen to you no matter what.”

      I nod. Once he disobeys my order, I’ll owe him three wishes. Then I can encourage him to wish for me to visit him. Hopefully this will pull me back through the curse, away from Jett and his experiments.

      I don’t even have a moment to collect my thoughts before Sheera whisks me away. As the wind tunnel clears, I appear in a holding cell with bare walls and only a gray cot in the corner. A man, with shoulder length blond hair and the beginnings of a beard, slouches on the bed with one foot propped up on the shabby mattress.

      This exact moment has played through my head a million times. But all the scenarios I envisioned were never in a county jail with only two holding cells. And least of all with me trapped inside a jinn curse. He looks so tired. How long has he been running?

      My anxiety melts away and, instead, I feel empty inside. I’m thankful he can’t see me. I don’t know what I’d say to him if he knew I stood here.

      A million contrasting emotions run through my head. I’m glad I found him, but angry that he left us. I want to fight for him, but I feel justified leaving him to pay for what he’s done.

      Dad’s eyes flutter as he nods off. I study him, memorizing the changes in his face. It feels like so much more time than five years has passed. The happy lines around his eyes are gone. I think of the massive amount of money he owes. How could he spend that much money while Mom struggled just to scrape by?

      But I’m not going to let them keep me away from my family. I’ll make it back to Mom. Back to Nix. Dad may not have that option anymore, but I do.

      Sheera and Jett back away from me, seeming to sense my new resolve, giving me space to approach my dad. I don’t even know how to begin. Where has he been the last five years?

      Why did he leave us?

      Dad’s cheeks glow pale in the fluorescent lighting, and his eyelids glisten with golden lashes. I blink and it fades.

      “What was that?” I ask.

      Jett’s jaw drops slightly. “I didn’t know that was still possible,” he whispers.

      Sheera turns to me bobbing up and down on her toes. “You were reading his history!”

      “I only saw his cheek light up.”

      Sheera darts in a circle around me, unable to contain her excitement. “Before the curse, jinn could read the history of those we served. When we were banished, we lost the gift.” She gestures toward my dad. “Try to focus on what you want to know. The answer you want is stored within his body. Just focus. Go ahead, try.”

      I turn back to my dad. The prospect of learning what happened to him the last few years is terrifying and intriguing at the same time. I stare at his face again. Hard. Nothing happens.

      What happened to you? Why are you here? I ask in my mind.

      Jett steps in closer, concentrating with me. “Request information you already know the answer to. You’ll recognize the history better that way.”

      I have so many memories of him. I’ve tried to maintain them, treasure them, even in the midst of everything. It isn’t hard to think of a question that I remember the answer to.

      What was the last game we saw together?

      As I concentrate, Dad’s body lights up. His fingertips glow with the memory of a baseball brushing past them as he leaped for a pop fly. His shoulders, where Nix sat as we walked to the snack shack. Then, faintly, his pocket where he knew the last few dollars he owned were well spent on making a memory with his boys.

      “I didn’t know we had money troubles back then,” I say quietly.

      “You learned something new?” Sheera asks.

      “Yes, faintly. But I understood it, somehow,” I say.

      Why were you worried about money that day?

      Dad’s fingers light up where he held a few cards. His jaw glows where someone punched him when he couldn’t pay up. His ears shimmer, where he heard words that hurt, coming from the woman he loved.

      His chest glares red, where it tightened when she cried.

      You had a gambling problem back then too, didn’t you?

      Was this something the jinn inspired? It must be. They must have found this weak spot and wreaked havoc on his life. And now, it has landed him in prison. Would he be here without the jinn? My fingernails dig into my palms. My body shakes with anger.

      The jinn drove him away. Darius might be targeting me because of the jinn soul inside, but there are innocent people with no way to defend themselves being manipulated. People who don’t even know their own thoughts aren’t safe. How can they fight against something they don’t even know exists?

      I can handle being crushed, ignored, pitied, and criticized. But they obliterated my family. Not just crumbled it. Smashed it to pieces.

      It’s my fault that everything fell apart. They targeted my dad because of me.

      It’s my fault.

      “Stand up,” I order.

      Dad blinks, then looks back and forth as if searching for my voice. He shakes his head and lifts himself from the cot and stretches his back. There’s no doubt he can hear me. With him in front of me, I realize I’m taller than him now. I always looked up to him, but now, he just looks small and broken. My chin quivers in anger.

      “Remember, you need to command him to do something outrageous that he won’t do,” Jett mutters, reminding me of the first step in the plan.

      I look around the room for inspiration. What won’t he do? There’s not much to work with. The only thing in the room is the cot.

      Dad sighs and walks around the room, limping on his left foot.

      Why?

      His foot lights up, and I see a fractured bone in his ankle. Somehow, I know it’s a hairline fracture that with more pressure will turn into a full-fledged break. A break that a doctor told him would require surgery to repair.

      Exactly the kind of thing I need.

      “Jump and drop kick the door with both feet,” I say.

      The corner of his mouth curls up, and he snickers at how idiotic the idea is. I take a deep breath. This will work. Dad only needs to make up his mind. But his eyes linger too long on the doorframe. My heart sinks with the fear that maybe my voice is too familiar to him. Or maybe he’s so used to listening to the jinn that disobeying has become difficult. He looks nervous, as if trying to decide what to do.

      Please sit down, I think to myself. Do something right for once, Dad. Let go of the idiotic thought and do something that will help me. Dad turns back to the door, and I gasp. It’s going to work. He’s not going to listen to me.

      And then he starts running.

      “Dad!” I yell at the last second. He lifts both feet to drop kick the door, just like I told him to. He connects with the metal surface just as an officer unbolts the steel door. Dad cries out in pain as the bone in his foot splinters. The door flies back, bashing an officer in the head and knocking a meal tray into the air. As bits of food fly across the hall, a fiery red jinni rounds the corner and hovers above the officer’s limp body on the floor. My stomach drops as the jinni sends me a casual salute.

      “Perfect timing.” he says, a smirk playing across his face.

      Another trap.

      Dad clutches the door frame for support and sucks in a pained breath between his clenched teeth.

      “The hall is empty, run for it,” the new jinni says.

      Dad looks relieved, as if this jinni’s voice is a familiar friend. He glances up and down the empty hall, then hobbles over the fallen officer. The red jinni trails after him as he limps down the hall, wincing with every step and relying on the wall for most of his support.

      “He wasn’t supposed to do it!” I shout, turning toward Jett.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” Sheera says.

      “I can’t just let him get away like that!” I shout.

      Jett glares at me in frustration. “He won’t get far on that foot.”

      Sheera summons another whirlwind above her head, and within moments, we emerge back in the menagerie. Jasper, the one who staked out our location, stands up expectantly.

      “It didn’t work,” Jett says, shaking his head.

      “It’s my fault,” I say, stumbling onto the silky grass that doesn’t really exist.

      “You couldn’t have—” Sheera begins, but I cut her off.

      “I should have known! Nothing good can come from using the same tactics as Darius and all of Tetra’s cronies! This whole time I’ve played their game without even knowing it. Your game!” I point an accusing finger at Jett. Sheera just stares at me silently.

      I keep going, unable to stop. “Desperation. That’s what every bad decision comes down to. Why do you think people listen to the jinn in the first place? They find the things that matter to us, the things we hope for. Then they make us desperate for it. They did it to my dad. He couldn’t stop gambling. They got him addicted to it. They did it to Ben. He just wants people to notice him. Blake wants Kenna. And they’ve made me desperate too. Desperate to get back home. I’m no better than Darius is!”

      “Liam, you’re not being fair,” Sheera says.

      “No, Sheera. This goes back to before I came here. I felt like I always had my back shoved up against a wall. I wanted nothing more than to live a normal life. I’d give anything for it. When I told my dad to kick the door, it wasn’t for his own good. I knew it would break his foot. I only thought about myself! And because I tried to use him, I made him more vulnerable than ever. I’m the jinn’s puppet. Just like everyone else I know.” I take a deep breath through my nose. “If I’m going to get out of here, I’m finding a better way.”

      Dad’s mantra of “don’t let accidents define you” is wrong. He didn’t realize that mistakes are a refining tool. If I try to brush past my mistakes and not learn from them, then I’m an idiot. I’m not going to take another step until I know exactly what the consequences of my action will be.

      Jett studies me for a moment, then turns away.

      “Jett, where are you going?” Sheera asks.

      “He can’t help us,” Jett says, not looking back.

      “So, you are quitting?” Sheera blinks in confusion.

      Jett turns around and stares at me with an intensity that makes me shiver. “There is no point in fighting for the impossible.”

      He crosses to one of the tents lined with pillows and creates a tapestry door to disappear behind.
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      The excitement that my arrival sparked in the menagerie is dead. Only an occasional jinni from Jett’s band wanders close enough to check on me, but not close enough to talk. They’re probably scared off by the haze of hopelessness that radiates off me. I scrutinize Sheera laying on the pillow next to me, she fell into a depressed stupor after Jett’s lecture and hasn’t said a word since. I wish I could see what’s going through her mind.

      What made her so determined to help me in the first place?

      As the thought passes through my head, a golden shimmer ripples across Sheera’s cheekbone. I blink, and the entire menagerie warbles like it’s underwater. The glowing colors become more real, and the stone ceiling fades into a blue sky. As quickly as it appeared, it blinks out of sight.

      Is Sheera creating an illusion?

      “What is it?” Sheera asks, cocking her head to the right.

      I sit upright and cross my legs. “I don’t know exactly. Everything warped a little.”

      “Warped? What do you mean?” She sits up straighter, propping herself onto her elbow.

      “The menagerie changed. The sky turned blue, and the plants weren’t so glossy. Everything became flawed and more realistic.” I look up at the ceiling again, imagining the sky.

      “You created an illusion?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure.”

      Sheera leans her chin against her fist. “What were you thinking about? Even the smallest thoughts might trigger some sort of power.”

      I hug my injured arm closer to my body. “I wondered why you are so determined to help me.”

      Sheera raises an eyebrow. “You wanted to know my history?”

      I didn’t realize, but I guess it makes sense. But is it possible to read her history like I did with my dad? I focus even harder, expecting her features to light up like my dad’s did.

      What makes you determined to help me, Sheera? I ask the question with more purpose this time.

      The menagerie becomes less vibrant again. The ceiling changes into a hot evening sky. A bird I can’t name makes a beautiful, mournful sound. A heavy wind blows by, smelling like cinnamon baked on a hot stone. The wind rustles palm fronds together. It’s calming to finally feel, hear, and smell again. The lush alcoves are replaced by tall iron cages. Their harsh appearance makes me flinch. The cold metal and gritty sand are in ominous contrast to the soft beds and canopies from the jinn’s menagerie.

      Something stirs from inside the cage next to me. I take a step closer and find a tiger hound with black and copper stripes, panting in the heat as he paces back and forth. In the corner, curled where I can hardly see, is another form.

      Sheera.

      I try to lean against the iron bars for a better view, but stumble through them into the hound’s kennel. This time there’s no burning sensation. Everything here seems real, but it’s not.

      The dog bristles as a young girl, dressed in a silk robe and curled slippers, approaches the cage. She speaks a language I’ve never heard before. Holding out her hand, she offers the dog a treat. The dog steps forward tentatively, his head ducked low, and she tosses the treat to the ground in front of him.

      The vision ripples again, shading the world in night. The hound’s cage door stands ajar, and the little girl and the hound pad through the dark garden. Sheera stands next to a tall bird cage, guarding her roaming tiger hound from a distance while she speaks with a pure white jinni.

      “Her paws are tender. She doesn’t get a chance to roam enough to build calluses.” Sheera says, rubbing her hands together as if there’s an arthritic pain deep in her joints.

      I recognize Denarii, stroking an owl perched in the cage next to her. “Mine doesn’t even know how to fly. She’s been in the same coop since she was a hatchling.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.” Sheera looks around the garden with a flat, empty stare. A faint glow emanates from every cage in the garden.

      The entire menagerie is full of imprisoned jinn.

      Is this the king’s collection that Sheera talked about?

      The little girl giggles and the hound bounds around her, yipping playfully. The little girl holds her finger up to her mouth then glances around, obviously nervous about being seen.

      Sheera rubs her arm and a subtle smile flickers absently in the corner of her mouth. “She almost has me convinced that not all humans are bad.”

      “If you watch long enough, she’ll disappoint you.” Denarii shivers as her owl ruffles her feathers.

      Sheera furrows her eyebrows and turns to face Denarii. “Maybe not. Hounds and humans were meant to help each other. It’s their natural instinct. Maybe this girl is the one I’m meant to befriend?”

      Denarii rolls her wide eyes. “If you like humans all that much, why don’t you go serve them instead?”

      Sheera glares at Denarii until she’s startled by a disturbance in the bushes behind her. She relaxes when she sees the form behind her.

      I catch my breath as a midnight blue jinni appears from the shadows.

      “Hello, Gideon,” she says.

      “What is going on?” Sheera’s voice sounds distant. I only have a moment to process before the vision dissipates and I’m pulled back into the superficial reproduction of the menagerie.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?” Sheera pulls her shoulders in and leans away from me.

      It takes me a moment to clear my head enough to speak. “I saw the menagerie, except there were cages instead of tents.”

      Sheera squints her eyes. “You can only gather histories from physical matter. Jinn are incorporeal, they aren’t made of anything physical.” She shakes her head.

      “It was as if I stood there, living the scene with you. It felt humid and the air smelled spicy.”

      Scrunching her mouth to the side, Sheera exhales through her nose. “I don’t know what you saw, but it couldn’t have been my history.”

      “Well, then why don’t you take me there, and I can read it for myself. Where was the menagerie in real life?” I ask.

      Sheera takes a deep breath. “Somewhere that doesn’t exist anymore. Tetra made sure of that.”

      “Then please, just tell me,” I plead.

      She sighs and runs her fingers through the ends of her tangled hair. “King Solomon surrounded himself with people, animals, and objects that were bound to jinn. He kept animal jinn in his menagerie, object jinn in his treasury, and human jinn in his harem.”

      “King Solomon? As in, the super smart dude from the Bible? He was the collector you were talking about?” My jaw drops. “But, why collect them if jinn can only serve what they’re bound to?”

      Sheera sits upright and folds her hands in her lap. “If anyone tried to attack his palace, and anyone from his collection was put at risk, the jinn would protect them. It was basically an added layer of defense for his kingdom. At first it wasn’t so bad being there. But, then Solomon discovered ways to manipulate us into serving him instead. He forced us to build his palace and even go hunting for more jinn.”

      I wrinkle my nose. Solomon is still known for being wise and powerful and rich, even thousands of years later. I can’t imagine what a big deal he must have been back in the day if people still remember him. Although, I’ve never heard the take on Solomon using jinn.

      “Some jinn abandoned their masters, hoping Solomon would discard his prisoners once they weren’t of any use to him anymore. But instead, Solomon cast the curse. We couldn’t return to your world until he personally allowed it. We had to decide between being trapped in the homeland, or trapped in his cages. Tetra convinced a lot of us that once Solomon died, his curse would die with him. But, he was wrong.”

      Sheera rubs her arms with her hands and shrugs her shoulders. “We all remained trapped once he died. All we could do was sit and watch those who still survived—the object jinn. Solomon wasn’t the last collector. Tetra believes that we will never live under humans without our powers being exploited.”

      “He doesn’t trust humans to treat the jinn fairly, so he’s trying to enslave us?”

      Sheera nods.

      “That’s pretty messed up,” I say, shaking my head. “If I find a way out, what’s going to keep Tetra from getting out too and wreaking havoc?”

      Sheera curls back onto the ground and props her hands under her chin. “Now you know why I’ve been so quiet the last few hours.”

      My shoulders slump. I wanted to know what she was thinking, but this information makes the outlook seem even more grim. I didn’t discover anything new that could help.

      Except for Gideon.

      According to her history, Sheera knew him. I’ve never had much luck getting information out of him, but he’s managed to remain uncursed for thousands of years. He probably knows more than either of us do. Perhaps Gideon could help us come up with an idea of what to do next.

      “Sheera, I might have an idea. Something that could help,” I say.

      She perks up. “What is it?”

      “Well,” I glance over my shoulder, “I only want to show you. It might be better that way.”

      She shakes her head. “I think we should lay low for a while. Jett isn’t very happy with us as it is.”

      I lean forward. “I know things haven’t gone well, but I have something I know will help us. I can’t get there on my own.”

      “Liam...” Sheera warns.

      I clench my hands in front of my face. “Please, this is the last thing. I promise. If this doesn’t work, I have no more options. Just let me try. Please.”

      Sheera presses her fingers into her eyes. “Okay. Fine. But I still think this is a bad idea.”
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      “This isn’t just a bad idea, Liam. This is a horrible idea,” Sheera says.

      We wait behind a shrub outside my front yard, scoping out the street for any hovering jinn.

      “Come on.” I dart around the bush toward my house and brace myself as I burst through my bedroom wall. The rush of heat isn’t so bad this time. Am I becoming desensitized to it?

      “Why are we here?” Sheera asks, glancing around.

      Before I take another step, mist pours from the redwood box underneath my desk. Sheera’s eyes widen as Gideon’s silhouette grows solid. I step back smiling, excited to see their reunion. As Gideon’s face appears, the two of them stare at each other in silence.

      “What have you done?” Gideon asks me, his face changing from blank shock to frantic confusion.

      “You...” Sheera seethes.

      My smile disappears as Sheera’s sweet persona melts away, and her skin glows with heat. I take a step back. Her arms clamp to her sides, and her hands clench into fists. I didn’t expect her to fall apart like this.

      “I’m going to kill you!” Sheera says.

      Then without another word, she disappears in a vortex, leaving me behind.

      I turn back to Gideon. “What the heck?”

      “Why did you let her see me?” Gideon moans and puts his face in his hands.

      “What was that all about? Why did Sheera say she wants to kill you?”

      “How did you get into the jinn world? Why are you cursed?” Gideon asks, pointing at me.

      “Darius owed me three wishes, and I got sucked into this stupid place. I need your help. I don’t know how to get out,” I say.

      Gideon looks at me sadly, like a doctor trying to break the news that I have terminal cancer. What is it with him and not answering questions? I have to understand. If he won’t give me his secrets, I’ll read them.

      I focus hard and soar into Gideon’s history.

      I find myself in the middle of an ancient, ornate room. Rich tapestries line the cedar walls, and gilded boxes rest scattered across the floor, filled with treasure. In the center of the room, a middle-aged man lifts Gideon’s shell onto a wooden pedestal. Golden rings cover almost every finger; the largest one is set with a diamond the size of a walnut. The gem curves off the end of his finger like talon. As the man, who I’m guessing is Solomon, lifts the shell, he slides the diamond across the surface, making a shudder-inducing sound. Gideon appears in a lightning fast flash of smoke, wincing as he does. He stands at attention, like he’s afraid. He looks so different without any tattoos. It makes him look defenseless.

      The man mutters in a language I can’t understand, and a white and wizened jinni appears from inside the ring. There is a blank disinterest in his eyes. The tendons in Gideon’s neck strain beneath his skin as Solomon raises the diamond to the ceiling, and it glows a ruddy, red color. The white jinn changes color, as if blood is pooling in his feet and splashes its way up his legs.

      Gideon’s eyes widen as the man brings the diamond to the shell and makes a deep etch along the surface. Fast as lightning, Gideon shoots toward the man, but bloody sparks fly as the diamond jinni jumps in to defend Solomon.

      Solomon pauses and straightens up, a cold hardness set into his eyes. The diamond jinni is apparently much, much stronger and coils around Gideon as if he were a tangled marionette with cords cutting into his bare chest.

      The man steps closer, merely a few feet away. His eyes narrow, and he whispers something in a callous voice. Although I can’t understand the language, I flinch at the harsh consonants and the severity behind his gaze. Gideon struggles against the cords, his fingers wriggle in an attempt to grasp the man’s throat. The man doesn’t flinch. He clicks his tongue, and the blood-stained jinn shoots a ray of electrical sparks through the cords, shocking Gideon. His body jerks back and forth, then hangs loosely. The red diamond jinni continues to look on without emotion.

      The man turns around and raises the diamond to the shell again, making another line along its surface. Gideon’s limp body tenses as a bright line appears along his arm. Another line creates another whimper from Gideon. The man digs at the shell, and Gideon’s cries become louder and more desperate.

      I don’t want to be here.

      Gideon screams in pain.

      I don’t want to see any more.

      Glowing lines crawl up his skin like scars from a hot brand.

      “Stop!” I shout.

      The vision puffs out like smoke around me, and I fall to the ground in front of Gideon. I look at the markings on his body in horror. Thousands of lines. Intricate. Deliberate. How long did he endure that kind of torture?

      “Why did they do that to you?” I whisper.

      Gideon lifts his chin. “Because they needed a talisman to seal the curse.”
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      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demand.

      “The less you knew, the better.” Gideon’s eyes narrow. “Trusting you in the first place was foolish.”

      “Trusting me was foolish? In my experience, the jinn are incapable of doing anything good! You only care about yourselves and your stupid objects! And now you blame me for being untrustworthy?”

      Gideon’s light darkens. “You can’t understand how lonely it was, watching the world spin without me. I didn’t have a soul to speak to, nothing but my memories to keep me company. And for what? To keep my world from destroying yours.”

      I spread my arms out wide. “You’re not protecting us from anything. Look around, Gideon. The jinn are tearing the world apart. It tore my world apart. This stupid, unfinished house. This pile of near-death souvenirs. My crumbling family. How is this protection?”

      Gideon points his finger in my face. “The shell and I are the only thing keeping Tetra and his minions from ravaging your planet. If the shell is destroyed, the curse will be broken.”

      My stomach drops. I run my hands through my hair. Sheera’s words echo through my mind, finally making sense.

      I’m going to kill you.

      Gideon is the one holding her back from all her hopes and dreams, from living a normal life. His shell, the answer, was sitting in a box in my bedroom this whole time. Who knows what she will do or who she will tell?

      I might have ended human life as we know it.

      “All these stupid secrets...” I whisper to myself. “What have I done?”

      Gideon looks across the room at me with sad wrinkles in the corner of his eyes. “Liam, you can’t allow Sheera to destroy the shell.”

      “Well, what do you think I can do about it? I’m not exactly human anymore. I can’t move things on my own. Any time I try to influence someone, Darius pounces on them. Plus, it looks like there’s no getting me out unless Tetra comes along for the ride.”

      Gideon moans and closes his eyes. “Three thousand years... I hid for three thousand years...”

      There’s a soft scraping noise, and Gideon disappears into thin air as my bedroom window creeps open.

      “Liam?” A voice whispers through the blinds, and my heart plummets into the crushing core of the planet.

      Kenna pokes her head inside my room, glancing around nervously.

      “No,” I whisper to myself. “No, no, no, no.”

      Darius and his minion, Faux, trail in through the wall. How did they find us so quickly? I brace myself for another attack, aiming my injured shoulder away from them, but their focus isn’t on me, it’s on the box containing the shell. A look of awe is plastered on Darius’ face.

      Kenna climbs through the window and plants her feet on the carpet inside. The image of her lying on the floor of Mr. Herrera’s classroom, surrounded in blood, is forever burned into my memory. I can’t ever let anything like that happen to her ever again.

      “What is she doing here?” I ask Darius. Darius doesn’t speak, or even acknowledge me, but instead floats closer to the shell. He runs his hand across the box’s surface, closes his eyes, and lets out a long, drawn out sigh.

      “The girl told us the truth?” Faux asks.

      Girl? Sheera? Why would she go straight to Darius with this information? How could she?

      Darius turns toward him. “Instruct Kenna to take the box.”

      I flinch as Faux repeats Darius’ instructions. His voice sounds like mine. Almost instantly, Kenna’s eyes focus on the desk. The box with Gideon’s shell is laid out in plain sight. I never put it away last night after I spoke to him. She tiptoes over to it and stares. The first time I tried to move Gideon’s shell, he tried to kill me.

      Kenna reaches out a hand.

      “Gideon, I swear if you hurt her…” I whisper. I get no response from him. Hopefully Sheera was right, and jinn can’t do anything until you threaten or harm the shell.

      “Kenna, stop,” I say before her hand reaches the box. She hesitates, as if waiting for my next instructions. There is a terse moment of silence, then I hear the front door open and close.

      “Did you hear that? We’re not alone anymore. Quick, grab the box. Before they come,” Faux says.

      Kenna picks up the box and flees to the window. She sets it on the sill as she slides out into the front yard and makes her way to her Jeep parked across the street.

      I run through the wall after her, but as she pulls away, I realize there’s no way I can keep up with her car. I can’t summon whirlwinds like Sheera. The Jeep disappears around the corner, and I’m left standing in open traffic.

      Everything is falling apart. I’m helpless, not quite human, not quite jinn. Sheera has gone AWOL. My dad escaped. Darius is using Kenna against me. And Gideon could kill her at any second.

      I slump to the edge of the curb, numb and alone.

      The jinn can’t be trusted. They only care about themselves. Even Sheera abandoned me. It’s hard to hope that Gideon will protect Kenna. If she threatens his shell…

      Stop it.

      I can’t give up. Not with Kenna in danger. I have to figure out a way to get to her. I can read histories like a jinni, I glow like a jinni, I’ve got to find a way to travel like a jinni. I have to try.
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      I picture Kenna’s Jeep, holding the image in my mind, then stand up and imagine a whirlwind billowing up around me. Not so much as a breeze kicks up. I try it again, but the air remains stagnant and hot. I shake out my arms.

      Kenna could be headed anywhere. Either way, I have to follow her. I spring toward the intersection and look in the direction Kenna turned. A steady stream of Friday night traffic heads toward the shopping center on Main Street. I run harder down the sidewalk.

      A whirlwind arrives in front of me, and Sheera appears. I narrow my eyes and run past her.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asks coldly. A moment later, she drifts up beside me, effortlessly keeping up with me.

      “I can’t just let them take the shell,” I say, panting.

      I’m not paying enough attention, and I run through a fire hydrant. It burns my thighs, but I breathe through my nose and plow on.

      She zig-zags through the air beside me. “You didn’t tell me you had the talisman sitting on your desk. We could have solved this whole mess the instant you arrived. You could have been home hours ago.”

      I sprint for another short burst, trying to get away from her. “I didn’t know what he was! And if I had, I would never have shown you.”

      “Why? Because you want to stay trapped forever?” Sheera asks, spinning in circles around me. There’s no losing her.

      I stop running and turn to face her, panting. “No. Because I’m not willing to destroy a friend to make my life more comfortable.”

      She folds her arms. “Gideon doesn’t deserve your support. If you think he’s your friend, you’re wrong.”

      “Then what about Kenna?”

      “Darius isn’t going to destroy Kenna. He can’t without sacrificing his own life. He’s only after the shell.”

      “And you think Gideon will allow that? Darius is probably counting on the fact that Gideon kills her.”

      Sheera’s face blanches as if she didn’t think it through until now. Even though she’s lived for thousands of years, she is still so young and naive. But it doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is saving Kenna and Gideon. I can’t allow either to die. I start running again.

      “You don’t even know where they went!” she calls after me.

      “I have to do something. I can’t just let Darius…” I stumble to a stop as another whirlwind appears directly in front of me.

      “You called?” Darius asks, appearing out of the mist.

      A violent emerald whirlwind picks up around me, sweeping me away. It may just be wishful thinking, but I swear I hear Sheera calling after me.

      I do my best to stand upright and keep my pulse steady. I don’t want Darius to have the upper hand once the whirlwind ends. As the air clears, I open my eyes and recognize where we are. I’m on top of the dunes and faded warm tones of the sunset gleam across the hill. A faint, warm campfire flickers below us.

      “Welcome to a celebration of all my conquests,” Darius says, making eye contact with me as he stretches his hands out, motioning to the group below us. A group of teenagers sit around a fire, playing music and pulling drinks out of a cooler. An assortment of jinn waits there as well.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve arranged for my most recent acquisition to arrive in just a few moments,” Darius says.

      “Why did you bring me here?” I ask, my entire body tense and ready for anything.

      “Because this is where it all started for you and me.” Darius narrows his eyes.

      Why is this so personal for him? I focus on Darius’ face and am sucked into his history.

      Like an out-of-body experience, I see my eleven-year-old self running down the sand dune with Kenna close on my tail. Mom and Dad sit next to a campfire, talking with Kenna’s parents. Nine-year-old Nix sleeps with his head resting on Mom’s lap. Darius sits behind the group with a ruddy, tangerine jinni next to him. Aside from the difference in color, the two of them look identical. Twins? Is it possible for a jinni to have a twin?

      Kenna’s dad waves his hands through the air as he talks. “With the Communotech contracts...”

      “Honey, can we not talk work? Please?” Mrs. Berlin asks, laying her hand on her husband’s arm.

      “Sorry, you’re right.” Mr. Berlin shrugs sheepishly.

      “I don’t mind. We’re grateful to have work to talk about, again,” Mom says, glancing at Dad. He traces his finger around the rim of his drink.

      The orange jinni whispers into his ear. “You need to snap out of it. If you keep acting guilty, he’s going to get suspicious.”

      Dad doesn’t straighten up, but clears his throat. “Yeah, I’m grateful for everything, Dave,”

      “You’re losing him, Toro,” Darius mutters quietly. “You’re placing too much on him, and his guilt will win out.”

      Toro shakes his head and smiles. “After today, he’ll be too tangled. His guilt won’t matter.”

      Ten-year-old me runs up and shakes Dad’s arm. “Dad, Dad. We found a bird skeleton. Come look!”

      He pulls my hands away from his arm.

      The orange jinni, Toro, steps up again. “He can wait by the bird to show you.”

      Dad doesn’t miss a beat.

      “I’ll be there in a minute.” Dad points to a spot at the bottom of the dunes.

      I nod and run away, Kenna darting ahead of me. Toro turns and follows the two of us at a distance. Darius, confused, turns after Toro.

      “What are you planning?” Darius asks Toro.

      Toro smirks. “The final wedge is in place. After tonight, Carl’s life will crumble.”

      Darius raises an eyebrow. “I thought we were on track for next week?”

      “Why wait?” Toro asks, turning his focus down the dunes.

      I follow his gaze just as Kenna falls into the open mine and catches the wooden plank.

      Ten-year-old Liam darts forward, grasping the metal coil hidden in the sand. I look back over my shoulder, none of the adults have noticed yet.

      “She could die,” Darius says to Toro, his voice shaking.

      “I plotted it soundly. I instructed Carl, not the girl directly. Even if she dies, I won’t be tied to her death. Carl will.”

      Darius relaxes.

      Toro grins. “Tonight, we drive in the final wedge between these families. Then I can use the guilt of Kenna’s death to complete Carl’s spiral.”

      The two jinn look down at the struggling children. I yell out, finally getting the attention of the adults. Dad is the first one to start running.

      “Toro, if he saves her, it might have the reverse effect,” Darius warns.

      “It’s already too late. Carl won’t get here in time,” Toro snaps. But as the eleven-year-old me uses all the strength his scrawny arms can muster to pull Kenna from the mine, the muscles in Toro’s neck and shoulders grow rigid.

      “You didn’t think this through! You just sabotaged everything we worked on for the last year! If Liam saves her, this will fortify their families’ friendship. Their bond could be beyond breaking!”

      A look of panic crosses Toro’s face. He soars down to my side, watching Kenna pull herself from the mine.

      “Pull harder!” Toro yells at me.

      I listen and grip the metal coil tighter as I yank Kenna the last few feet. The cord can’t take the extra strain. A reverberating snap slices through the air as the steel strikes my neck. My small body goes limp on the ground. Darius looks on in horror as my blood soaks into the sand. Kenna scrambles the rest of the way to safety just as Dad reaches me.

      “No, no!” Dad yells. Kenna’s parents run up behind him and pull Kenna into their arms.

      “Toro, what did you do?” Darius’ breathy voice is hardly above a whisper.

      Toro ignores him. “This is Kenna’s fault,” Toro whispers to Dad.

      Dad tries to wipe the blood and sand away from my face. His entire body is shaking. “No, No... Kenna, what did you do?”

      Toro smiles. “The divide is set.”

      “Toro, if the boy dies, it will be your doing!” Darius says, finally getting Toro to look at him. The smile on Toro’s face fades. I take one last breath and the blood pulsing out of my neck stops.

      A blinding flash splits through the air, throwing Darius through the sagebrush. Toro’s pained cries mix with the earth-shattering sound of thunder, enough to tear anyone’s soul apart. When it dims, all that’s left is an orange ball of light. Darius looks on in horror as the beacon flies into my young body, igniting in my chest, and spreading throughout my limbs. My eyes flutter open, and Dad gasps.

      The revelation snaps me out of the vision.

      “Toro.” Saying the name of the jinni trapped inside me sends a shiver down my spine.

      Darius stiffens. “How do you know his name?”

      “He died. He knew the consequences, and yet he tried to kill me anyway.”

      “It’s your fault he’s gone!” Darius yells, grabbing my arm. Embers sink deep into my skin when he touches my flesh, and I cry out in pain.

      “You feed off my brother’s energy. He sustains you, but you suffer no consequence for his death. I will eventually free him by destroying you.”

      “You brought me up here to be as dramatic as possible about it? For revenge?” I ask through gritted teeth.

      Darius lets go and darkens. “This isn’t revenge. This is order. Justice,” he says. “And now, not only will I offer freedom for Toro, but I will also restore the jinn world to its rightful place. Once Tetra knows what I have done, I will be his equal, standing alongside him.”

      He’s obsessed. A zealot. But before I can say anything else, he disappears in a swirl of mist, leaving me alone above the party. Even though this situation is getting worse and worse, I can’t help but feel a bit vindicated. This whole mess didn’t start with something I did. I got caught in the crossfire of the adults’ problems. Crossfire…

      Kenna.

      My heart sinks. She trusts me enough that even though she can’t see me, she’s doing everything Faux says. Even if I do get back somehow, how will she ever trust me again?

      I dash toward the party Darius arranged, hoping to find a familiar face I can influence to help her. But as I draw closer, cold fingers grip my stomach. Gabriella, Carter, and the rest of Blake’s crew are gathered around the top of the dunes. Blake sits next to a pile of empty soda and beer cans, glaring at the fire. Gabriella tries to snuggle into his arm, but he ignores her, raising a can to his mouth. When he stands up, he catches his foot on a rock, making him stumble. He turns and hurls his half empty beer can into the fire.

      This is so horribly bad.

      Kenna’s Jeep pulls onto the sand-packed road leading up to the dunes. Blake recognizes it and storms down the dunes toward the road.

      The sky turns a muted red as darkness threatens to close in. The Jeep skids to a stop as Blake steps in its path. Kenna stiffens and locks the doors as Blake comes near enough to peer through her window.

      “What are you doing up here, sweetheart?” He says the nickname like it’s an oxymoron.

      “What did you do to Liam?” she asks through the glass. “I swear Blake, if you hurt him at all...”

      Blake rubs his nose with his sleeve. “Why don’t you get out of the car so we can talk about some things, huh?”

      Kenna sets her jaw.

      “I said get out of the car!” Blake throws his fist against her window. It makes a crackling noise, but holds.

      Kenna puts her car back into gear and speeds further up the mountain. Blake runs after her a few steps, then grabs his keys out of his pocket and stumbles up the hill toward his own truck. Before I can run after him to tell him to stop, a whirlwind picks up around me, and Darius carries me off again, this time setting me down near the top of the hill.

      The air clears, and I’m surrounded by ten jinn—all Darius’ henchmen. Kenna’s Jeep arrives a few moments later, and she slams on the brakes, skidding off the road a few feet before stopping. She gets out, holding the box with Gideon’s shell inside.

      “Straight ahead,” Faux says, and Kenna glances at the opening of an abandoned mine dug into the side of the mountain. The entrance is surrounded by old rotting timbers and sun-bleached warning signs.

      “Liam, I can’t. You know I can’t.” Her body shakes. I don’t have to concentrate very hard for her arms to light up with the memory of how she clung to the wooden panels of the abandoned mine.

      “You just have to trust me,” Faux says.

      I shudder, knowing that once she steps inside, she may never come back out.

      Darius only smiles.
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      “Kenna, you’ve got to help me,” Faux pleads. He grins smugly about his ability to sound just like me.

      “Gideon, please don’t kill her. It’s not her fault. I will do whatever I can to stop her. Please...” I don’t know if he hears me, there is no sign from the shell. My mind races. What can I do to protect her?

      Kenna shivers and pulls on the weathered boards blocking the entrance. The sun-bleached wood falls to pieces in her hands and the bits tumble to the ground. The fading sunlight only illuminates the first few feet of the mine. Beyond that is pitch darkness. Once she creates a gap big enough to fit through, she steps forward, looking into the air for some sort of confirmation from me. Her eyes struggle to adjust to the shadowy cavern.

      “It’s too dark. I can’t,” Kenna says, taking a step back outside.

      “Kenna. It’s a trap, don’t listen to anyone,” I say firmly.

      Her eyes dart around frantically. “I’m so confused. Where are you?” she asks the air.

      Faux pushes me aside, his hands searing burning fingerprints into my arm. “Kenna, listen to me! You have to keep going! Blake is coming. You don’t have time.”

      Kenna clutches the redwood box closer to her chest, bites her bottom lip, then charges back into the mine.

      “Kenna, no!” I shout, lunging after her. At the same moment, Darius’ cronies surround us, shouting random directions at her. Kenna grabs her head and stumbles. I try to shout over their voices, but they only rise in volume. Kenna whimpers and falls against the wall.

      Darius smiles and drifts toward me as his henchmen continue to murmur. “The more you interfere, the more their voices will torment her. A person can only handle so much. Either you allow her to destroy the shell, or I drive her to insanity. So, what will it be?”

      What do I do? I can’t just let her walk into the mine to her death. But, I also can’t let them torment her if I interfere. I wait silently, and the jinn stop speaking to her. Kenna stands upright, still needing the wall for support.

      “I know you’re scared, but you have to keep going,” Faux prods again, sounding winded as if coming out of a struggle. Kenna nods obediently. Her eyes are terrified, but her steps are courageous.

      I can’t just let her walk into this trap. “Kenna, go home!” I yell. She stops the moment she hears my voice, and the other voices rise again. “I would never ask you to do anything dangerous!” I try to shout above the others. Pain and conflict cross over her face.

      “Blake is here,” Faux shouts. Blake’s truck is visible through the mouth of the mine, kicking up a monstrous dust cloud behind him. “There’s no time, go. Go!” Grasping the box with Gideon’s shell tucked inside, Kenna steps through the rubble, deeper into the mine.

      “Liam, what can we do?” a voice asks behind me. Sheera and Denarii peer at me from outside. I might not be happy with Sheera right now, but I won’t pass up the help.

      “Get the jinn away from her. She can’t hear me because of them,” I say.

      They immediately hurl themselves at Darius’ crew, Sheera baring wild teeth, and Denarii slicing through the air like a razor. Bursts of colorful flame explode the instant they collide; sparks light the wall of the cavern as their bodies clash together. Kenna’s shoulders relax as their voices die down, and she takes another step forward.

      “Remove the shell,” Faux says.

      Her hands shake as she pulls the shell from its place in the wooden box. The shell glows red hot, and Kenna shouts in surprise and tosses it deeper into the mine. The shell rolls down the cave, crackling against the rocky floor before it comes to a stop. Everything seems to stand still.

      “I don’t like any of this, Liam!” Kenna says into the air, shaking her hands out.

      “Tell her to leave it. Encourage her to keep moving forward,” Darius instructs Faux.

      Faux shoots Darius a narrow-eyed glance, but then flashes him an artificial smile and turns back to Kenna. “I’m inside the mine. Please, hurry,” he whispers, still imitating my voice.

      My stomach twists with apprehension. I need to do everything I can to stop Kenna from listening to them anymore.

      “It’s too dark to see anything,” Kenna whispers.

      “It’s not far, you only have a little way left to go,” Faux coaxes.

      Sheera and Denarii wreak havoc on the rest of Darius’ crew, casting strange shadows on the wall.

      Just then, Sheera slams into Faux, knocking him deeper into the tunnel. The light from their collision illuminates the cavern ahead. In a few feet, the tunnel ends abruptly. At first, I’m relieved to see the back of the cave, but then I notice four rotted beams strung with an old pulley system and realize the tunnel doesn’t stop, it goes straight down. One step off the edge and Kenna will fall into the chasm.

      Kenna stumbles as the mine starts to slant down into the mountain. Unfortunately, she continues to do exactly what Faux wants her to do. Trying to persuade her isn’t working. I have to try a different tactic.

      “Faux, don’t you understand what Darius is risking? He’s going to get you killed,” I say. Faux just rolls his eyes and follows after Kenna. “Even if you don’t kill Kenna directly, even if Gideon does it, it will be your fault. You’ll be required to sacrifice your life for hers.”

      Faux hesitates, sending me a nervous glance.

      “Just ask Darius yourself,” I say.

      He looks toward Darius, who shrugs nonchalantly.

      “Truly?” Faux says, dumbfounded.

      Hope surges through my body. “Kenna, stop,” I say, not wasting any time.

      She continues walking.

      “Stop, Kenna!” I say more desperately, but her jaw sets in determination, and she continues walking forward. Behind me Darius laughs. Sheera and Denarii continue fighting, blasts of light shoot around me as Darius steps closer.

      “It’s too late, Liam. Her mind is made up. After hearing so many jinn, she has shut out all of our influences. Her mind is closed off to you.”

      “Kenna, stop, you don’t need to do this, it’s too dangerous,” I plead. Even though I’m just two feet in front of her, the noise around us drowns me out completely. It is too much for her. She steps forward, about to tumble into the open pit. My instincts take over, and time slows as I lean forward. I throw my arms around her. But instead of crashing into her, I’m met with the smoldering heat I feel when I pass through a solid figure. My throat seizes at the thought of her falling to her death.

      The rush of heat ignites every cell in my body. A shocking pulse floods through my arms and legs. An explosion of orange erupts around me like a ring of fire.

      Darius and his minions fly backward through the air as a whirlwind explodes around us. I crumple to the ground, completely sapped of energy. Dirt falls through the air, the earth still rumbling from the blast.

      I cough, choking on the silty air. I open my eyes, and am met with silence and pitch black. There’s no trace of the jinni’s light reflecting off the mine’s walls. I push myself up from the dirt.

      “Kenna!” I scream into the silence.

      My lungs spasm, forcing all of the air out of them in short gasping pulses. I wait in silent dread. Did she fall? Is she gone?

      There’s a faint cough next to me, like someone had the air knocked out of them and hasn’t regained their breath.

      “Kenna?” I ask, my hands reaching out through the darkness. My fingers brush against her hand. I follow the trail of her arm until I find her shoulder. I wrap her up in my arms, pulling her close to me on the dusty floor.

      “Liam?” she whispers. Her hands grasp my arms, trying to discern if it’s really me. I can’t even say anything, I’m so relieved. We sit there, holding each other in the darkness.

      I’m back. I don’t know how. But I’m back.

      Even though I can’t see the jinn surrounding us, my stomach sinks in dread.

      “Kenna, we’ve got to get out of here. We’re not safe,” I say, remembering Blake’s truck speeding up the road.
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      As I hold on to Kenna, I realize how weak I am. I have no idea how long I was in the jinn world.

      “I’m all right,” I assure her.

      “Where did you come from? Who were those voices?”

      How do I even answer?

      “Where’s the shell?” I ask, floundering around in the dark until I find it. There’s a crack running down the center of the fossil, and it’s deathly cold to the touch. My stomach turns into a sickening pit of anxiety as I think about what this might mean.

      I try to push myself up from the floor, but my legs give out on me, and I slump against the wall.

      Kenna reaches out for me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, just—exhausted,” I mumble. She tries to take the shell from me, but I refuse. I know how dangerous it can be.

      We stumble past the shredded panels covering the opening of the mine and spill out into the twilight. The sun has set, casting red shadows on the ground. I wasn’t in the jinn world for long, but I appreciate having the beautiful, calming colors of the normal world around me again.

      The sound of tires on gravel gets louder. Blake’s car speeds toward us, only twenty feet away. A new instinct kicks in, and I shove Kenna away and tuck the shell against my stomach. She tumbles onto her back just as Blake’s truck slams into my body. I bounce off the hood and roll to the side, landing in the sand, crumpled in agony. There’s a horrible noise as Blake’s truck smashes into the back of Kenna’s Jeep. My body is in so much shock I can’t even move.

      A door slams, and Blake storms toward me on unsteady feet. A trickle of blood runs down the side of his face. Kenna gets up from the ground where I tossed her, wide eyed. My side screams at me in pain, my muscles constrict from the trauma, but a driving force pushes me up. It rushes through my limbs with an energizing heat. My skin glows with the slow pulse of tangerine, like the jinn life inside is saving me again. Blake shakes his head as if trying to clear it and stumbles toward me.

      I struggle to my feet. “We have to run.” I grab her hand and pull her down the hill. My hip feels like there’s a knife pressing down inside it, but there is some inner fire driving me to get Kenna out of harm’s way. There’s no telling what they’ll get someone like Blake to do while he’s drunk. Without Gideon’s gift to see the jinn world, I don’t have an advantage anymore.

      This is so bad.

      We take off down the gravel slope, toward the campfire. There are enough people there; someone will get Kenna out of here.

      “Stop!” Blake shouts. My side screams in pain, but I scramble down the hill as fast as I can. If I were in better condition, I’d easily outrun Blake right now. Instead, he’s catching up because I’m moving too slowly. Suddenly, Blake crashes into my back from uphill.

      Kenna and I tumble, scraping our arms on stiff weeds and flinging sand into our eyes.

      We roll to a stop. Blake scrambles to grab me with one hand while winding up for a punch with the other.

      I can’t see the green flash of Darius’ influence in his bloodshot eyes. He must be there. I take a cheap shot at Blake’s neck, and he flails, not moving fast enough to dodge my fist. His face flushes red, and he leans down and picks up a rock the size of a softball. He lunges at me but falls to my right, grazing my shoulder with the stone.

      I’m so weak, I can’t stop him if he comes at me again.

      “Blake, stop!” Kenna screams, pounding her fists into his back.

      He tosses her to the side. “I don’t wanna hurt you, Kenna.”

      Kenna grabs Blake’s wrists and stares up into his face. “Blake,” she says slowly, “put down the rock.”

      They struggle for a moment, their hands swaying in the air as the tension between them ebbs back and forth. The softness that appeared in Blake’s eyes for a moment hardens. I recognize Darius’ work. Blake shoves Kenna away, but she regains her footing and rails on the side of his head with her fists. Before I can get to her, Blake hits her in the jaw with the rock he intended for me, then flings her aside.

      I experience the blow as if it were to my own head. Sparks fly in the corner of my vision, and my jaw pounds in shock. Kenna slumps onto the packed dirt.

      “You stay out of this!” Blake shouts in her face, his hands planted on the ground on either side of her. I lower my head and plow into his shoulder, knocking him away from her. We tumble further down the hill. I stop rolling a few feet below him, my pulse racing.

      “Did you think I’d leave you alone once you got back?” Blake says, struggling to push himself up. A grim smile spreads across his face. “Toro will finally be free. My brother will no longer be a slave to you.”

      I look at him in surprise. Blake is so deeply connected with Darius that he doesn’t even know what he’s saying. Blake steps toward me again, grimacing as he puts weight on his leg. Darius makes him power through it. I don’t have the strength to keep running or to fight him off. With Blake above me on the hill, my odds are grim. All he has to do is jump on top of me.

      Kenna lies still on the hillside, but somehow, I know she’s all right. I can sense her heartbeat as if it thumps deep beneath the ground, her breath as if it were the warm breeze across the dunes.

      Anger wells up inside of me. He could have killed her. Every fiber of my body screams that I have to protect her no matter what.

      Something moving behind Blake’s back catches my eye. A dark form glides down the hill toward us, then charges out of the bushes in a flash of fur and teeth that knocks Blake’s legs out from under him.

      It’s a coyote.

      With one fluid movement, the animal leaps back, snarling. I blink a few times, wondering if my delirium has taken over my sense of reality.

      The coyote stands, hair raised, waiting for Blake to get back up. I scramble backwards on all fours, afraid it will pounce on me next. The wild animal glances at me and tilts its head in an odd way, as if it’s motioning for me to run. The center of its eyes flash a hint of gold.

      Blake shouts, waving his hands above his head, trying to spook the coyote. It snarls and lunges for him again, but Blake kicks it in the side, sending it sprawling. Then he turns toward me. He catches me by the shirt, weaving his fingers through the neckline while his fist connects with my stomach. A shooting pain flashes through my entire body.

      He pulls his arm back to hit me again, but something flies between our faces, making Blake reel back. Blood drips from a long, swooping cut on his forehead.

      The high-pitched squeal of an owl shrieks through the air behind me. The coyote returns, pulling on Blake’s shoe with her teeth. He yells and kicks the coyote square in the face. The coyote stumbles, looking disoriented. Blake turns back to me with the rock in his hand, ready to finish me off. He pins me to the ground.

      “Finally. For Toro,” Blake whispers. The rock flies toward my face, and this time death isn’t colorful.

      It’s black.
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      I open my eyes. A pure white plane stretches in front of me—an eternal space of nothing. But behind me is an ocean of muddled colors, like all the jinn in the world smeared together in blurry swirls of paint. Little bursts of light glare in the corner of my vision, and I flinch away from it, drifting toward the calm, white world beyond.

      The clear horizon throbs a few times, beckoning me toward its reality. The only sensation left is my heart beating in my chest.

      The rhythm is slowing down.

      I’ve been running and fighting for so long that the calm rhythm is welcoming. With each delayed beat, the dark colors behind me slip farther away.

      As peaceful as it would be to sink into the empty space ahead, it feels wrong to leave everything behind. I just made it back into reality, and now here I am, on the verge of limbo. The whiteness ahead of me grows brighter and brighter, pulsing along with my heart. Less and less. Suddenly, I’m surrounded by it. It flares, permanently bright.

      The thrumming stops.

      The colors behind me disappear, leaving nothing but the still whiteness hovering all around me, sapping all the warmth from my body. I want to gasp but no noise comes from my mouth.

      I have no breath, I have no pulse, I have no life.

      A small, glowing ball of orange light escapes my chest and hovers in front of my face. Toro is leaving me behind. There’s nothing left to support me. It flares once, then shatters. The blast doesn’t affect me. There’s no breeze, no warmth. Nothing. There must not be anything left of me to feel.

      I wait to see what comes for me next. Maybe I should feel anxious, but this place seems familiar somehow, like I’ve been here before.

      Something appears in the distance. It’s emerald green.

      It speeds up, coming at me faster and faster, gaining so much speed that it shoots into my chest like an arrow, burning me with an instant rush of heat.

      I gasp at the sensation. It’s not a melting kind of heat, but a slow warmth spilling through my body. Is this what will carry me forward to whatever waits ahead? I smile until I realize I can’t open my eyes anymore. It’s as if someone glued them shut. I try to lift my hands to pry my eyelids open, but they hang immobile at my sides. I’m overcome by a sudden wave of claustrophobia. What is going on?

      I hear something. Something so unmistakable I want to gasp.

      A steady beat.
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      “He’s awake,” Kenna’s voice echoes in my mind.

      “Kenna?” I ask groggily.

      “Can you tell me where you were, sweetie?” a nurse asks. I’m in a bustling ER.

      I blink. “I don’t know.” I shiver from the IV fluid trickling into my arm, and the nurse brings me a blanket.

      Mom’s red and puffy eyes tell me she hasn’t slept in days. She runs to my side, grabbing my hand. Nix stands behind, trying to keep his own emotions in check.

      “Hey, baby,” Mom says running her fingers through my hair and down my cheek, taking in my face.

      I manage a smile, but then I slip back out of consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      I’m in a different room.

      Mom naps in the corner.
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        * * *

      

      I open my eyes for a fraction of a second and capture a blurry snapshot of the room. It’s daytime. Two blurry forms sit next to the window, murmuring words I can’t make out.

      I try again, and my eyelids flutter open. The talking stops.

      Someone picks up my hand.

      “Liam?” Mom asks quietly.

      I swallow. It’s hard to do; my mouth is so dry. When I open my eyes again, Mom’s face hovers above me. There’s another face in the room that I didn’t expect, but hoped might be here too.

      Kenna.

      “You’re awake,” Mom smiles.

      I raise my hand to my mouth, hoping she gets the hint that I want water.

      “I’ll ask a nurse if he can have something to drink,” Kenna says, understanding me.

      Mom tears up as Kenna leaves. “Honey, you’re in the hospital,” she whispers.

      I smile and cough to clear my throat. A tube runs down it, making me want to gag in discomfort.

      “What happened?” I ask, fingering the tube. My voice is garbled with the straw-of-eternity running down my throat, blocking my tongue from moving correctly.

      “You look great, hun. Don’t even worry about it.”

      “How bad is it?” I ask.

      “You were dehydrated and on the verge of a coma. You have a second degree burn on your shoulder, fractured skull, rib, and hip,” she says.

      I take a second to process. “Wow, I think I set a record.”

      Mom laughs, but chokes it back before it can turn into a sob. “Liam, where were you?”

      “I don’t know.” There’s no way to explain.

      Kenna comes back through the door with a cup full of crushed ice. “Here, they said you can have this. They have different flavors if you want, but for now let’s start with plain.”

      She holds out a spoon, ready to feed me, and I look at her warily. She hesitates then pulls the spoon away. I still can’t believe she’s here, in the same room as my mom, wanting to feed me ice chips.

      “He doesn’t remember where he was,” Mom says.

      “Do you remember me?” she asks, concerned. I hesitate. Does she think I have amnesia?

      I snicker, a painful sound.

      Kenna’s shoulders relax. “Oh, stop,” she says, holding the spoon back up to my face. Normally, I’d savor the ice, but it hits my tongue with a stinging chill and melts away almost instantly. Kenna offers me more, but I hold up a finger and wince. She turns to set down the cup, and I notice the large bruise on her jaw where Blake hit her. Anger flashes through my entire body.

      “How did we get here?” I ask.

      Kenna looks to my mom, as if asking permission to explain. Mom nods.

      “After Blake attacked me, I woke up in the arms of a bunch of paramedics. Gabby saw Blake go after my car. She called her dad since he’s a police officer. They packed me in an ambulance, and I had no idea what happened to you until we got to the hospital and we were both in the ER together.”

      I have a hard time believing that of all people, Gabriella helped us.

      “How long was I gone?” I ask.

      Kenna and my mom glance at each other.

      “Three days,” Mom says.

      “What?” How is that possible?

      “They said you looked like you hadn’t eaten or slept the entire time you were gone.”

      I blink a few times. “And how long have I been in the hospital?”

      “Another three,” Mom whispers.

      “Six days?” I choke out.

      Just then, someone knocks on the door—Officer Moreno and the same female officer who came to my house. I try to raise my fingers in acknowledgment, but I’m too weak to move.

      “Ma’am, do you mind if we talk to you for a moment?” Officer Moreno asks.

      My mom glares at them. “Liam just woke up. You should come back later, once he’s been released.”

      They nod. “We understand, but this is an urgent matter. Do you mind stepping outside with us?” they ask. Mom looks at me nervously, then gives my hand a quick squeeze before standing up.

      Once the door closes, Kenna takes a seat next to the bed. “They arrested almost everyone at the party for drinking. They said Blake passed out on the hill below me. Gabby told the cops we weren’t at their party, so you and I didn’t end up with any charges.”

      Her eyebrows still wrinkle in confusion. I want to explain everything, but something inside tells me not to. Not yet. I still have questions too. How did I escape? How did I survive? The fact is, there is still so much I don’t know. Is Gideon okay?

      My mom returns to her seat beside me. Her face is flushed, but she keeps it together pretty well. I don’t know what they told her, but it obviously wasn’t good news.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask her.

      “I don’t want to worry you,” she says.

      “I could use a little drama,” I say.

      Mom smiles sadly. The way she’s studying my face, it’s like she’s looking for something.

      “Your dad escaped,” she says. “The day after you disappeared.”
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        * * *

      

      They keep me in the hospital way too long, claiming they’re concerned about my fluid levels and need to monitor my food intake like a lab rat. Also, they can’t get my fever down. Mom tries to explain to them that I always run warm but is surprised when they tell her I’m at a steady 102 degrees even though they can’t find any sign of infection. I keep falling asleep, sometimes in the middle of a sentence. But every moment, I’m more and more antsy about my separation from Kenna. All I can think about is being near her. I know I have much bigger problems ahead of me, but I can’t get her out of my head.

      I look out the window as people pass on the street, hoping that maybe I’ll see Kenna walk by. Somehow, I know she’s not close.

      I blink and am overcome by another sudden sleep attack. When I wake up, the sky outside is dark, and Nix has materialized in the corner. He’s sitting with his arms on his knees, turning over a water bottle in his hands. He looks the same as he did almost a month ago, when he found me after my disastrous field trip.

      Is this our relationship? Me constantly hanging on to life, and him watching over me, hoping I survive? I think I finally understand his frustration.

      He looks up, noticing that I’m awake, but neither of us say anything. The water bottle makes a sloshing noise as he continues to turn it over in his hands.

      “Did you have anything to do with Carl’s escape?” Nix asks.

      Carl. Not Dad.

      “Why would you think that?” I ask.

      Nix shrugs and looks back down at the water bottle. “The timing works out, and we don’t know where you were. But mainly, I know you never gave up on him. You never gave up hoping.”

      “And you did?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      “He left, Liam. He left, and I had to step into his place. I was the one who locked up the house at night. I was the one who looked after you and Mom. A nine-year-old! I’ve been the man of the house for the last five years because Dad decided he didn’t want the job.”

      I wince. I should have been that person. I never realized that when I fell through, he stepped up to take care of us.

      “The best place Dad could be is in that jail cell,” I tell him.

      Nix purses his lips, like he’s trying to hold back his emotions. He nods, then shoots me a smile. He stays for a while before I tell him to go back home and take care of himself.

      Before he leaves, he turns and asks from the doorway, “Where were you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He nods. I think he believes me.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake up smelling the faint aroma of pancakes and bacon, but when I ask, the nurse says they don’t make anything like that in the hospital. They give me oatmeal and a yogurt instead. Even in the quiet loneliness of the room, I can hear weird ghostly sounds through the walls. A dog’s deep bark, music playing, a conversation that I can’t quite pick out the words.

      Finally, they release me from the hospital. The first thing I do when I get home is call Kenna.

      “I have to see you,” I say, gripping the phone with both hands.

      Through the brief silence on the other end of the line, I can almost picture Kenna in my mind, her lips pressed together as she glances over her shoulder.

      “I can’t. My parents are pretty upset about everything that happened. They’re still trying to get over it. They think I went to meet Blake and you saved me from being killed by my drunk ex-boyfriend.”

      “I’ll come tonight anyway. I’ll wave at you through your window.”

      “I’ll try to meet you outside.”

      I set down the phone, comforted that I heard her voice, but I’m still antsy.

      Mom opens my bedroom door a crack and pokes her head inside. “Your friends are on the front porch. Are you up for visitors?”

      Absolutely.

      Ben and Xander wait for me in the driveway.

      “The man-who-refused-to-be-found is home at last!” Xander says, spreading his hands out wide, then he pops a wheelie and spins in a circle.

      “Don’t be insensitive,” Ben says, shaking his head.

      I smile and sit down on the porch steps.

      “You look a-ma-zing,” Xander says.

      “Oh, you like this?” I ask, motioning to the dark rings below my eyes, the scratches on my arms, and the deep purple bruise on my cheek.

      “Yeah, I mean, you went all out this time.” Xander holds his fingers up in a frame around my face.

      I shrug and wave my hand. “I’m sure it’d look better on you.”

      “Me? Nah, I don’t have the jaw line for it.”

      Ben lets the awkward tension hang between us in the air for a few moments before finally saying, “You vanished.”

      I’m sure the questions are eating him up inside, but I don’t know if I can answer. I can only imagine how confused Ben must be. He saw me disappear, Kenna saved by a wish, and heard my voice in the nurse’s office…

      Obviously, he needs some answers. But, all I can offer him is awkward silence.

      “Where were you?” Ben finally asks.

      I shrug and give him the story I gave the police. “I didn’t see who took me. And the mine was dark...” I trail off.

      Xander nudges Ben to lay off, but the way he’s looking at me says he knows I’m keeping something from him, and he’s not going to be satisfied until he finds out.

      “Well, don’t worry. You’re here, and you’re safe. In fact, you’re safer than ever,” Xander says.

      I raise my eyebrows, waiting for him to explain.

      “The police arrested Blake the night they found you. Well, they arrested like half of the football team. Everyone but Blake has gone home now. The cops are still holding him for assaulting you and Kenna. Everyone said it was pretty obvious he attacked you with the amounts of cuts and stuff on him. He kept trying to say a bunch of birds did it or something. Seriously, can you believe that? What an idiot.”

      “That is crazy,” I whisper, remembering the coyote and the owl.

      Just a few days ago, Blake was top of the high school. How could the jinn take him down so fast?

      “You look beat, so, we’ll get out of your hair.” Xander reaches out for me to slap his hand. “We wanted you to know we’re here for you, man.”

      Ben sticks his hands in his pockets and gives me a tight-lipped smile.

      Xander winks at me. “Give us a call when you’re up for it, and maybe the three of us could go toilet paper Carter’s house. I mean, now that your nemesis, Blake, has been conquered, we gotta find some more trouble, right?”

      Ben shakes his head. “So insensitive,” he says as he follows Xander down the sidewalk.
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      Mom stands at the kitchen counter, chopping a bell pepper. The sizzling pan on the stove smells like cumin and beef. I take a deep breath and step into the room.

      “I’m going to check on Kenna, if that’s okay.”

      Mom looks up and her eyes soften. “Do you want me to drive you?”

      I smile. “No, I could use a walk.”

      Mom gives me a skeptical glance, and I straighten up, trying not to wince as the ache in my bones fire up. I’m still sore, but I can’t take it any longer. I have to talk about what happened with someone.

      “Dinner’s in an hour,” she says, turning back to her chopping.

      “I’ll be here.”

      Outside, the air has cooled down. The sky is a vibrant blue, getting ready to transform into dusky pinks and reds. I walk down Danbury Avenue till the neighborhood ends, and face a steep ridge that drops down into the desert. I pause, amazed at how beautiful it all is. A few days ago, the world looked so washed out, and now the colors of the sky and the purple mountains leave me in awe even though it doesn’t compare to the jinn world.

      Will I ever see those kinds of colors again? I’ve seen no hint of Gideon since that night in the mines. I lost the shell on the hill when Blake hit me with his car. The fact that I can’t see the jinn anymore makes me think Gideon isn’t bound to his shell. That and the fact that I’m not trapped in the jinn world means the worst. My stomach drops as I think about what that might mean for all of us. Even though nothing has happened yet, the quiet makes me even more nervous.

      A rustle in the sagebrush down the ridge startles me. The slender face of a coyote peers out from beneath the bush. I stiffen and back away, but the coyote darts out, laying her head on the sidewalk in front of me.

      “I thought I’d never get you alone,” a familiar voice says. My eyes widen as a misty silhouette forms next to the coyote.

      “Sheera!”

      She smiles and steps out of the shadow. Instead of her fur vest, Sheera wears simple street clothes—a hoodie and jean shorts. Her skin is still a dark copper, but toned down to look more natural. Well, as natural as someone can look with glowing skin.

      She must notice me staring because she shrugs and says, “I thought this would draw less attention.”

      “I haven’t seen any jinn since I escaped. I thought I lost Gideon’s gift,” I say.

      Sheera smiles even wider. “You probably did.”

      “Then how…”

      “You’re not the only one who got out, you know.”

      “What?” I ask, my heart dropping into my stomach.

      “I’ve waited for days to tell you,” Sheera says. She stoops down, brushing her hand across the coyote’s back. It snaps its jaws in the air playfully.

      “But who else is out? Is Tetra—”

      “We don’t know,” Sheera says, glancing around.

      A white owl swoops down and perches in a Joshua tree ahead of me. I glance up at it, and it winks an eye, as if to confirm my suspicions that Denarii is nearby.

      Realization dawns on me. “You fought off Blake for me, didn’t you?”

      Sheera nods solemnly. “We didn’t do a very good job of it. Sorry about that.”

      “Are you kidding? You two are my heroes!” I stoop down, holding my hand out to the coyote. She crawls on her front paws until her head nuzzles up into my hand.

      “Did you have to fight Darius too?” I ask, looking up at her.

      “Actually, about that.” Sheera taps her toe on the sidewalk and shoves her hands in her pockets. “Darius is gone.”

      “What do you mean gone?” I ask, suspicion growing inside of me.

      Sheera sighs and takes a step closer, waving her hand across my arm. Emerald green light seeps from the spiderwebbed veins beneath my skin.

      My eyes widen in surprise, the whole scene coming together. I remember losing the orange light inside me and the emerald replacing it.

      Darius killed me. And traded places with his brother.

      I pull my arm back, not wanting to think about that horrible creature living inside of me.

      I nod my head and take a deep breath. “It’s only a matter of time before the other jinn figure out the curse is broken. Hopefully Tetra gives me enough time to recuperate from visiting your lovely home before he attacks.”

      Sheera scrunches up her nose. “You sound like you didn’t love the homeland.”

      “I can’t believe you lived there for three thousand years.” I shudder.

      “This little girl makes it all worth it,” Sheera says, bending down and scratching her coyote behind the ears. She’s adorable.

      “Mom will freak out when she sees me hanging out with a coyote.”

      “Well, she’s not going to be your pet,” Sheera says, giving me a sly half smile.

      “I wouldn’t expect that, but, I mean, but I—I’d like you around.”

      “Face it, you wouldn’t survive without me,” Sheera says. “Actually, Jett wants to meet with you, if you will come with me.” She smiles a new kind of smile. One that’s more content and warmer than it used to be.

      “You mean Jett is here now too?” I ask.

      “Yes, quite a few of us made it through actually. They’re all waiting to meet you.”

      “I was on my way to Kenna’s house.”

      Sheera purses her lips. “Jett’s not going to like it if you make him wait. Besides, it’s not the best idea to walk around at night right now. Just because Tetra is still stuck in the curse, doesn’t mean he’s not dangerous. But if you would like to go to Kenna’s, I can escort you, to make sure nothing happens to you. Kenna’s house is guarded now too, so we should be fine.”

      My stomach burns red hot with the thought of Kenna in danger. “Guarded from what?”

      Sheera tilts her head to the side and shrugs. “Let’s just say you wouldn’t have survived the last couple of days without us.”

      I shudder, wondering what could possibly have happened to make her say that. “But you’re animal jinn. Why do you care about protecting us?”

      Sheera’s eyebrows furrow. “You freed us, Liam.”

      I’m glad to know that even though I may have made enemies, I more importantly made allies.

      “Come on. If we’re going to go, let’s go,” Sheera turns and glides down into the ravine. Her coyote looks up at me expectantly, then darts ahead. As I follow them, the coyote traces back every once in a while to check on me, acting more like a dog than a wild animal. How much of that is from Sheera’s influence?

      I laugh. “I thought you were a hound jinni, Sheera.”

      “She was the closest thing I could find in a rush. I mean, you were dying after all. So, I improvised.”

      I look down at the coyote as she nips through the air, trying to bite Sheera’s incorporeal leg.

      “Here, this way,” Sheera says, and I follow the coyote off the path and down a narrow trail that leads from the mesa into the sagebrush. We head out of sight from the road into a cluster of Joshua trees and other brush. As I settle into the comfortable covering, something new rustles behind a juniper bush.

      “Finally recovered, I see,” a deep voice says. Jett appears from behind the bush, followed by a sleek-coated panther.

      I startle back, eyes wide. Even though Jett is standing right beside the cat, basic self-preservation instincts have spiked my adrenaline levels through the roof.

      Jett laughs and strokes the big cat’s neck. “You kept me waiting. I’m not usually patient for this long. But then again, you are in my highest graces.” Jett bows to me. The panther also ducks his head in respect, blinking his large yellow eyes.

      I’m still too shocked to respond.

      Jett straightens up, suddenly militaristic. “Tetra knows what you’ve done. We must assemble and make a plan. The only way we can protect you both is in numbers.”

      “Both?” I ask, my voice quivering. I’d rather face a room full of jinn than this single panther right now.

      “Yes, you and your girl,” Jett says.

      “Sheera?” I ask, blushing in embarrassment at the idea.

      “No, your human,” Jett says.

      “Liam, haven’t you realized how you got out?” Sheera asks.

      “Because—Gideon’s shell broke. He was the talisman,” I say, looking back and forth between the two of them.

      “That was part of it,” Jett concedes.

      Sheera takes a step forward. “Liam, for jinn to cross the boundary between the homeland and this world, its necessary to bind yourself to something.”

      “Okay...” I look between Sheera and Jett, wondering where they’re going with this.

      “So, for you to get out, you had to bind yourself to someone, as their jinn.”

      My eyes widen. “What are you saying?”

      “You are bound to Kenna,” Jett says, his words rumbling through my chest and settling somewhere deep inside of me. My instincts and obsessive thoughts over her begin to make sense.

      Sheera clasps her hands behind her back and rocks back and forth on her feet. “After the talisman broke, you threw yourself through Kenna in an attempt to save her. The curse no longer held you captive, so your actions bound you to her and released you from the homeland.”

      “So… I’m a jinni?” I ask.

      Denarii steps forward. “We have a theory about that too. Before, when Toro supported you, your jinni side lay dormant. You functioned primarily as a human, with a few jinni perks, obviously. When you entered into our world, the human side of you went dormant, changing you primarily into a jinni, with a few human limitations. However, now we believe neither side is dormant. You are balanced between human and jinni.”

      Whoa. Even though what she said was complicated, I think I understand.

      I need a minute to let this settle in. I knew something felt different, but the possibility of me being part jinn never crossed my mind. It should have, now that I think of it. I mean, I’ve obsessed over Kenna, constantly feeling concerned about her, but I didn’t realize that was because I’m bound to her.

      “I need to visit Kenna. She’s all I can think about.”

      “Being bound makes it hard for you to care about anything else. It will take you some time to get used to multitasking,” Jett says. “We will arrange a meeting tomorrow with the local jinn, to discuss what needs to happen next.”

      “Okay, that sounds good,” I say.

      “And Liam,” Jett says, “we appreciate what you have done. But you must realize bigger things lie ahead.”

      I nod solemnly. I can tell he has faith in me. Jett disappears into the back of his panther, who glides silently back into the wilderness.

      “Wait a second,” I say, whirling on Sheera. “How on earth did he find a panther in Hesperia?”

      Sheera only laughs. “Come on, let’s get you to Kenna’s house.”
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      I stand in front of Kenna’s front picket gate, not sure if I should go in. Her manicured yard is lined with winding shrubs and illuminated by garden lights. A few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have come into this neighborhood, let alone stood in her front yard. Now, all I can think about is knocking on her front door.

      I open the gate and walk up the flagstone path. The rational part of my brain fights every step, but my instincts control my feet. Kenna needs me. I can sense it.

      I knock on the door. The sound of my knuckles striking against the solid wood shakes me out of autopilot.

      What am I doing here? What am I thinking?

      The door opens and a thin woman with dark blonde hair peeks out. Kenna’s mom looks confused for a moment. I haven’t seen her since I was ten. Slowly, recognition spreads across her face, and she glances over her shoulder.

      “Hello, Mrs. Berlin. I’m sorry to come unannounced like this.”

      “What can I do for you?” she asks politely, folding her arms in front of her.

      “I wanted to thank Kenna for helping me. In person. Is she home?”

      Kenna’s head pops around the corner. She must have heard my voice, because her eyes widen with shock. I’m pretty sure she didn’t expect me to show up and approach her mom. I’m not even quite sure why I’m doing it myself.

      Kenna’s mom takes a short breath, as if contemplating how to respond. I won’t blame her if she decides to slam the door in my face. Because of my dad, her husband has to work hundreds of miles from home, and her daughter was almost killed trying to save me.

      “I know what my dad did, and I know it was awful.” The words surface in my mind, prompted from deep within me. The instinct washes over my nervousness, soothing it away. “I don’t expect you to forgive or trust me, but I do owe Kenna for finding me. And I’ll do everything I can to repay that debt.”

      Kenna’s mom studies me. “Kenna said you stood up for her at school multiple times. Against Blake.”

      I nod slowly.

      “Thank you. For protecting her from him,” she says.

      Kenna steps forward timidly. “Hey.” She sends me a wave. “Mom, do you mind if Liam and I go for a walk?”

      “You’re supposed to take it easy,” Kenna’s mom says.

      “On the front porch then?” Kenna asks. Her mom thinks about it for a moment, then nods. Kenna steps through the door onto the porch with me.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Berlin,” I say. She sends me a smile and then the door clicks shut behind us.

      “That could have gone horribly,” Kenna whispers, but the smile in her eyes tells me she’s happy I came over.

      “Well, I had to see you...” I trail off as I stare at the bruise on the side of her jaw where Blake hit her. My smile fades. “Kenna, I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

      “For what? You got handed a lot worse than I did,” she says, swirling her finger around in front of my face.

      “Thanks,” I say, pulling my eyebrows together.

      She laughs, but I can sense turmoil inside her. She’s hiding it well, but somehow, I know the muscles in her neck ache from days of tension and her fingers want to clench into desperate fists.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” she says. But deep inside, I know she wants to ask so much more. It’s as if her thoughts speak to my mind.

      Where were you?

      Is this what it’s like to be a jinni?

      “I know you have a lot of questions. Everyone does. But I—don’t know how to answer them.” I run my hand behind my neck.

      Her chest rises and falls with uncontrolled breaths. “How could I hear you? In my head?”

      I step forward and take her hands in mine. “Those voices, they weren’t me. I wouldn’t have brought you up there. And I would never put you in danger.”

      “I need to know what it was,” she says firmly. “I know you understand what I’m talking about.”

      I can sense the struggle within her. She’s been worried she’s going insane. It’s the same anxiety I felt when I first saw Gideon but couldn’t explain it to anyone. She needs an explanation for what happened. She needs to know. I search my feelings, hoping the instincts that pulled me here will lead my thoughts. I need to tell her. But slowly.

      “Kenna, I found a jinni.”

      She blinks at me.

      It didn’t process.

      I take a deep breath and try again. “That shell I found on our field trip had a jinni inside.”

      “You’re saying everything that happened was magic?” she asks.

      I nod. “It’s real. When I disappeared, I went into their world. You are the only reason I made it back.”

      “Those were jinn voices inside my head?” she asks skeptically.

      “Yes. And they tried to mislead you.”

      Her eyes study my face as if she’s struggling to believe me. “If those voices were jinn and one of them lived in the shell, why did the others want me to destroy it?”

      “It was the talisman for a curse. They’re locked in their world, and they want out. At least they were.”

      “But why did they use me?” she asks.

      I hesitate. “Because you mean a lot to me.”

      She gives me a smile, and the anxiety inside of me eases.

      I give her a moment to mull it over in her mind. She brushes a few stray leaves off her front porch with her toe, then looks up at me. “What you’re telling me is insane. But—what happened was insane too. I believe you,” she says quietly.

      I reach out and pull her into a hug. I feel like a blanket, wrapping her up and giving her enough comfort to soothe her. She closes her eyes and sinks even deeper into my shoulder. A pulse of warmth flickers inside me. This is what Kenna needs.

      But before I have time to enjoy it for myself, a sharp internal warning makes me straighten up and push Kenna an arm’s length away and let go. She looks at me in confusion as the door opens and her mom appears, my newfound instincts sparing us from an awkward moment.

      Kenna sends me a grateful glance, then turns toward her mom. “Is something wrong?”

      “I just got a notification on my phone. The police have established an immediate curfew tonight.”

      “A curfew? What’s going on?” I search my feelings, but I don’t sense any immediate danger.

      “There’s a wild animal sanctuary west of here with big cats and other exotic animals. Apparently, they had a massive breakout, so now a bunch of lions and cheetahs are roaming around in the desert.” Her hands shake a bit as she speaks.

      I start to laugh, but Kenna looks dumbstruck.

      “What other crazy thing could possibly happen this week?” Kenna asks.

      Her mom offers to drive me home and goes back inside to get her jacket and keys. Before she returns, Kenna whispers, “So, about what you said...”

      “Are you having doubts about my story already?” I ask.

      “No, not about the jinni thing, about me meaning something to you.”

      “Oh.” My ears turn hot, so I look down at the ground.

      She reaches out and takes my hand. “I thought you might want to know that you mean something to me too.”

      My heartbeat quickens. I reach forward and brush the hair out of her eyes. “Well, it seems like the eleven-year-old Liam, and the eleven-year-old Kenna finally caught up then.”

      “Yeah, I guess it does,” she says pushing my face away playfully.

      The human side, the side that has always cared for Kenna, is finally at home, like everything I’ve ever longed for is right here. The other half of me, the half that is bound to Kenna, knows that I can only be truly happy here, with her, protecting her, comforting her.

      I’m still not sure how being a jinni works, or why I got mixed up in their magic in the first place. But if this is where it all led me, then maybe I was never really cursed after all.
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      These pages are where I learned to be an author. It’s where I learned how to query agents and publishers. It’s where I learned that rejection letters weren’t the death of a book. I wrote it so long ago that when I went to brush it up to present to my publisher, technology had changed so much, I had to make a few crucial adjustments for it to feel genuine. So, I feel a sort of gratitude to this book for seeing me through my growth until I could give it the words it deserved.

      The first supporter of this book was God. He knew I wanted to be an author. He heard more prayers than I can count. He felt my white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel as I drove to my first writing conference, answered my plea for his help to find a writing group, consoled my frustrations when I had ideas stolen, and gave me the confidence to keep pushing forward.

      A thousand thank-yous to my husband for his consistent support through every step. For listening to thousands of drafts, outlines, and plot hole woes. For my kids who grew up, listening to me practice this book as their bedtime story. To my family, who were my first readers and cheerleaders. I love you guys!

      Thank you to my alpha readers, The Twede Family (Brent, Michelle, Bryce, Shawn, Cami, Bethanie, Kaelin, and Adrie), my girls at Writing Through Brambles (Bree Moore, Amanda Hakes, Rachel White, Marlena Money, and Ambur Lee). Your consistent support through the years helped me grow in exactly the ways I needed. I’m grateful for a great crew of beta readers, Sean McFadden, Courtney Hardy, Kenzie Howells, and Lilly and Owen Huffmire. Your comments and  enthusiasm kept this book on track. A special thanks to Brittany Heywood for helping me get my facts about Sultana High School straight.

      The marvelous team at Immortal Works has become as close to me as family. I admire their passion, creativity, and dedication. My editors, Melissa Meibos, Holli Anderson, and Beth Buck, I appreciate how much I have learned from you and am so grateful that you keep me growing as a writer. Ashley Literski, Staci Olsen, and Jason King, thank you for overseeing so many different aspects of production and creating such a beautiful final product. Kaelin Twede, I adore the cover art more than I can even tell you!

      And to you readers! I love hearing about the places my books go, and the experiences you have reading it. Thank you for the reviews! I couldn’t do it without you.
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