
        
            
                
            
        

    [image: Images]
  


 

 

Thank you for downloading this eBook.
 

Sign up for the S&S Teen Newsletter —

get the latest info on our hot new books, access to bonus content, and more!
 




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com/teen

 

 


  

[image: images]
  

Contents
 

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Acknowledgments
  

To all the dreamers out there who refuse to give up—
we can achieve the impossible.
  

[image: Images]
 

It totally sucks being invisible.

Sure, if you had your pick of superpowers, you might wish for invisibility, but when you actually are invisible, the novelty of it all wears off pretty fast. Take my word for it. I’ve been invisible for the past fifteen years of my life.

Not physically invisible, of course—that would be a different story entirely—though I’m sure there’s a spell for that. No, my ability to walk through life practically undetected is more of a social curse. And the truth is, being so average that you don’t fit in with the nerds or the popular kids sometimes sucks beyond belief. Because in that case, you don’t fit in anywhere.

But tonight my non-life as I know it will be over and everything will change.

“Ooof,” I choked as my shoulder was nearly taken off by a member of our school’s football team slamming past me. “Hey!”

Brad Pinkerton, who’d scored more than half the team’s points at last week’s football game, looked back at me curiously before turning around and continuing on his way. My mouth fell open as I realized his eyes had focused on the space right above my head and not even on me. Chances are, he forgot about running into me almost as soon as it happened; I wasn’t even a blip on his radar.

Figures.

I rubbed my shoulder and thought about how there was a reason football players wore padding. That bump was really going to leave a mark.

Awesome.

Happy birthday to me.

Turning back around, I shuffled on down the hallway, listening to the lively chatter coming from the cafeteria. The mixture of conversation and laughter made my heart race as I got closer and closer to the hub of the school. I stopped just outside the door and surveyed the scene.

There were all my classmates, having fun with their friends, eating their lunches, catching up on gossip. Each table was like its own little stereotype. There were the jocks, the alterna-kids, the drama group, the band geeks, the metrosexuals, the losers—every type was represented, and everyone fit somewhere. Only, one group in particular stood out above them all.

The Elite.

Just the name alone was enough to make you wish you could be a part of it. They were the ones who ruled the school, set the status quo, decided who was popular and who would be social outcasts. The Elite were both revered and feared. It was a widely accepted fact that its members were as dangerous as they were beautiful. Whatever they wanted, they got—no matter what rules or laws stood in their way. Of course, no one knew anything for sure, but there were enough rumors floating around—blackmail, cheating, and stealing, to name a few—that I couldn’t assume they were all made up.

But their supposed run-ins with authority seemed to only add to the attraction, because they were put up on pedestals around here. Literally. Their table was the only one located on a slightly raised section at the back of the caf, which was probably a makeshift stage at one point but now acted as prime lunch real estate. The Elite were like teen royalty, and just like Kate and William, they had a loyal following.

I studied the group’s two leaders, Gigi and Camden. They were Clearview High’s golden couple. Both were seniors, both were ridiculously good-looking, and both were from wealthy and powerful families. The two even looked alike. It was almost narcissistic—like they’d sought out the opposite-sex version of themselves. Blond hair, big blue eyes, amazing bodies—if they weren’t always locking lips, you’d wonder if they were related.

The Queen G herself looked every bit the part. She had perfect posture and walked around with her head held higher than anyone around her. This not only made her seem like she was about ten feet tall, but it gave the feeling that she was always watching over you. She was impeccably dressed and perfectly coiffed, and when she smiled, you couldn’t tell if she was truly happy or planning something devious. As the head of the debate team, Gigi could argue anything—and you didn’t want to be on the other side of that disagreement.

And of course every queen has her king, and Camden was it. He was president of the student council, played on the school’s lacrosse team, and apparently planned to go into politics one day. Either that or he’d follow in his father’s footsteps and end up running his own Fortune 500 company or something. The fact that he looked like he’d just stepped out of an Abercrombie & Fitch catalog didn’t hurt his cause either.

I was still watching them when Camden leaned over and planted a kiss on Gigi’s cheek, causing the whole student body to let out a collective “Awwww.”

The moment was immediately broken up by the two guys to Camden’s right, Rhodes and Wheatley, who exchanged a comment under their breath and then laughed loudly. Wheatley used to be on the football team but was kicked off for being too rough on the field. Apparently he’d averaged at least two concussions per game—giving, not receiving. Standing an intimidating six foot three, he was considered the muscle in the group, which meant that most people left him and the other Elite alone. And if they didn’t, Wheatley took care of them.

He and Rhodes were a package deal, though the two were complete opposites. Where Wheatley was aggressive, Rhodes was easygoing—and definitely the brains in the group. He had a photographic memory and could recall just about every fact he’d ever learned. People around school called him the walking computer, because there wasn’t a single topic he didn’t know about. Word was that Harvard had been recruiting him since he was a freshman, and if you’d ever seen the guy in action, you’d know why. This was probably why he was a part of the group—being able to hack into any system on the web no doubt came in handy. And the fact that he was as good-looking as he was smart didn’t hurt either.

My eyes swept over to the only other girl in the group: Eliza. It was hard not to envy Eliza. Her dad was the bona fide movie star Kyle Rivers; sure, he seemed to be doing more behind-the-camera work these days, but he had his own star on the Walk of Fame for God’s sake. As Kyle Rivers’s only daughter, Eliza was your typical rich kid. She always had the newest Louis Vuitton and upgraded her sports car every year. What she lacked in brains, she made up for in dramatic interpretation. The girl was obviously her father’s daughter and could cry on a dime, which made it difficult to trust any emotion Eliza showed to the rest of us.

Together, the five of them reigned over the student body. They were treated better than anyone else because they’d convinced us they were better than everyone else. And of course no one challenged them for the throne. To be honest, why would you want to? They were pretty, popular, and powerful. They were elite.

And I wanted desperately to be a part of their group.

Sighing, I headed toward the cafeteria’s shake station to pick up my drink of choice: the Monkey Business. A combination of banana, chocolate, peanut butter, and fro-yo. It was the opposite of healthy, but it was the epitome of deliciousness. And it was my daily treat to myself for weathering another day at this school. Besides, I didn’t exactly have anyone to impress.

Been there, tried that.

The first couple of weeks of my freshman year, I’d had the misguided impression that I was going to be able to start fresh in a new school. Middle school hadn’t been entirely good to me; I’d had a friend for half the time I was there, but Kai was an exchange student who barely spoke English. And if I was really honest with myself, we were more like loners who chose to be alone together rather than friends. But when she returned to Europe, I went back to being on my own.

I was hoping that graduating to a new school, one where only a quarter of the people there had any chance of knowing who I was before, would be my chance to reinvent myself. During the first few weeks, I tried my best to dress like the other kids in my class, fix my hair like the girls in Seventeen
magazine, and mimic the actions I thought would gain me a gaggle of friends.

It was when nobody noticed the change in me and I was left with no more friends than I’d had before that I made my biggest discovery thus far in my short life.

You can’t will yourself into popularity. It is bestowed upon you if you are found worthy enough to have it. You either are or you aren’t. And it had been decided by the powers that be that I wasn’t.

After that, I sort of gave up trying. What was the point if things weren’t going to change?

And the alternative was worse as far as I was concerned. Other wannabes tried to force themselves into the circles of popular kids at our school, and it was like watching a train wreck. They tried too hard, offering to do the bidding of those with a higher social standing in the hopes that they’d edge their way in. But all they did was embarrass themselves as the popular kids treated them like slaves and then laughed at them behind their backs.

So, in a way, I guess there was a fate worse than invisibility.

I paid for my shake and then began to walk back across the cafeteria, taking a huge slurp of my Monkey Business. My eyes gravitated toward The Elite. Eliza was cutting an apple into smaller and smaller halves, and Gigi was sipping her Diet Coke out of a straw. I bet neither of them had ever had a shake in their lives.

How sad is that?

I was so focused on The Elite that I wasn’t paying attention to where I was walking, and before I knew it I was falling. Moments like this always seemed to happen in slow motion in movies, but for me, it all happened incredibly fast. I let go of my Monkey Business and reached out in front of me. A second before my hands hit the floor, the shake made impact and exploded. All over me. It was like a chocolate tsunami and there were no survivors.

As I attempted to lift my upper body from the linoleum, I could hear people laughing around me. Without opening my eyes, I knew that they were probably pointing, cell phones out, ready to capture the moment and then post it on the web later.

“Omigod, who is that?” someone asked not so quietly.

“Hard to tell now,” another responded.

“What a loser.”

The conversation grew around me and I wanted to curl up into a ball and disappear. If there was ever a time when I’d welcome invisibility, this would be it.

I pushed myself up onto my knees and wiped at my eyes. Monkey Business dripped off my lashes and onto my lap. I looked around to see that everyone was still staring, some in horror and others with amusement.

I had to get out of there.

Leaving the remaining contents of my shake on the caf floor, I grabbed my bag and ran out the door as people began to clap behind me.

I went back and forth between walking fast and jogging, not wanting to get stopped along the way by any teachers before I reached my safe haven. In less than a minute, I burst through the guidance counselor’s door and tossed my bag onto a nearby chair before sitting down in the other.

“Oh. My. God,” Ms. Zia said as she hopped up out of her chair and reached for the box of tissues on the edge of her desk. She took a few out and handed them to me.

“Thanks,” I said grudgingly. There was chocolate everywhere. In my hair, my ears, down the front of my shirt—I’d be cleaning it off me for the rest of the day. Starting with my face, I sopped up the brown liquid the best I could and then looked at her miserably.

“Who did this to you?” Ms. Z. asked, handing me a few more tissues. I placed the used ones in a pile on the corner of her desk.

“Me,” I said. “I did this to me. My clumsiness struck again.”

She looked at me sympathetically. “Oh, Brooklyn. What happened?”

“I wasn’t watching where I was going and tripped over something. Maybe a chair, or it’s possible it was over my own feet. Lord knows that happens often enough.” This was just one more way that I seemed to be socially cursed.

Ms. Zia leaned forward and wiped a bit of banana off my cheek. “And this is . . . ?”

“Monkey Business.”

“Oh.” Ms. Zia handed me the box and then went back behind her desk and sat down. “Sounds like you’re having a rough day.”

“Aren’t I always?” I grumbled, taking off my stained shirt to reveal a significantly drier tank top underneath. Reaching into my backpack, I grabbed the clean tee I kept in there for emergencies—believe it or not, spilling on myself happened more frequently than I’d like to admit—and pulled it over my head. I used the ruined shirt to soak up the rest of the milk shake from my hair before twisting it into a messy bun.

“I’m guessing this was just the tip of the iceberg, then?” Ms. Zia asked.

She pulled out a Tupperware container full of what I knew without looking was some sort of elaborate, healthy salad. I’d never seen her eat anything but a salad for lunch. Sometimes it had walnuts and fruit in it, other times it was heavy on the veggies. But it was always a salad. I looked down at my own sack lunch, which contained a PB&J and chips. It wasn’t exactly the lunch of champions, but Ms. Zia never judged. That’s why I always spent my lunch hour in her office. That and the fact that she was my only friend at Clearview High. Lame, I know, having a teacher for a friend, but Ms. Zia was actually really cool. Unlike the rest of the student body, I felt like she really got me.

She was like the older sister I never had.

“Brad Pinkerton practically tackled me in the hallway, and it was like he didn’t even feel it. I swear, it’s like I’m—”

“You’re not invisible, Brooklyn,” Ms. Zia said firmly.

“How can you be sure?”

“Um, because I can see you.”

“Yeah, but how do you know that you don’t just have special powers that let you see invisible people like me? Or maybe I’m a ghost and you’re the whisperer. I bet this place is full of them. Kids are probably dying of boredom all the time,” I said.

“Ha, ha,” Ms. Zia said sarcastically, placing her salad container on the desktop. “Look, we’ve talked about this. High school isn’t really reality. All the people who are popular now and all the things that seem important won’t be when you leave this place. I know you think life would be better if you had different friends—”

“If I had any friends.”

“—but none of that’s going to matter once you graduate and go out into the real world. I’ve told you what happened to me,” she said, lowering her voice a bit. “Please just trust me. Popularity isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, and in the end, nobody’s going to care who you were in high school. And by this time tomorrow, everyone will have forgotten about your milk shake mishap.”

That was easy for her to say. She had no idea what high school was like for me.

Ms. Zia picked up her lunch again and took a dainty green bite. Silently, I unwrapped my sandwich. I knew this topic was a personal one for her, since she’d experienced it herself. Only, she’d been popular growing up. Quite possibly the most popular girl in her school. With gorgeous dark hair and a figure to die for, Katerina Zia turned heads everywhere she went. She’d been the homecoming queen, had the athletic boyfriend, dictated what was cool, and pretty much ran her school.

And then she graduated.

When she got to college, nobody cared who Katerina Zia was. Suddenly, her good looks weren’t enough to let her continue coasting through life, and people no longer focused on a social hierarchy in which she was at the top. After a tough transition freshman year, Katerina decided to study education and psychology and eventually became a guidance counselor. Now, as Ms. Zia, she’s come to look at high school differently.

And she was constantly trying to get me to do the same. Sometimes she took the older sister thing a little too far and I couldn’t help but get annoyed. But in the end, I knew she did it because she cared. And the thing we argued about most often? My school situation. She thought she knew better because she’d lived the life I wanted.

But I wanted the chance to be popular on my own terms.

“It matters to me,” I said quietly. “You of all people should understand.”

Ms. Zia remained silent as my statement hung in the air. Both of us—one a has-been and the other a wannabe—were haunted by our teenage selves. It was sort of tragically poetic when you thought about it.

I stole a glance at her and once again marveled at how beautiful she was. She was older than me, of course, maybe in her mid- to late-twenties, but she still looked young enough to be a college student, with skin like porcelain and thick brows like you saw on runway models these days. Gorgeous didn’t even begin to describe her, yet I wondered if she even knew it.

Though Beauty and the Beast was exaggerating a bit, I knew that my looks paled in comparison to hers. My hair hung just past my shoulders and was a blah brown color that neither shone in the light nor did anything for my skin. My cheekbones were prominent, but not quite in the right way, and my face was bumpy to the touch thanks to a mild case of keratosis pilaris, a fun little skin condition that ensured I’d never have smooth, model-like skin. I was skinny, but tomboy skinny, and longed for some of the curves that my classmates had. Bottom line: it wasn’t like I was ugly, but I wasn’t really anyone’s idea of pretty, either.

“Well, I hope you get everything you want,” Ms. Zia said, sounding like she meant it. Suddenly, she reached down underneath her desk. “And to help those wishes come true, and to make up for what should have been a much better day, I’ve got a little something for you.”

After some shuffling, she popped back up, this time holding a single cupcake with a candle on top.

“Ms. Z.—you didn’t have to do that!” I squealed, grateful that no one else was around to hear how excited I was over getting baked goods.

“Happy birthday, Brooklyn,” she said with a big smile. I blew out the flame and watched as the smoke swirled up into the air, making designs as it lifted and then disappeared. Ms. Zia took out a plastic knife and cut the cupcake in half, letting me choose my piece first. I reached out and grabbed the chunk closest to me, shoving half of it in my mouth at once. It was chocolate with a peanut butter filling and buttercream frosting. I nearly fainted with delight as I licked the leftovers from my fingers.

Ms. Zia delicately pulled a piece off her own section and popped it into her mouth. How did she manage to make everything look effortless? I made a note to try to be more like her when I was eating.

“So, any plans for the big day?” she asked, changing the subject. “You having a party or just taking a spin now that you’re officially a licensed driver?”

“Nah, we’re not really doing anything big,” I said, waving off the idea.

My parents actually had offered to throw me a big party in honor of the occasion, but then I would’ve had to invite people. And when nobody showed, my parents would’ve found out that I didn’t have any friends, and that was a conversation I really didn’t want to have. So I’d said that I just wanted to spend the night with them. They didn’t question me about it, since they knew they couldn’t give me my birthday present when people were around anyway.

“Do you think there’s a set of keys in your future?” Ms. Zia asked, suddenly sounding like a giddy teenager. “Man, when my parents gave me my first car, it was like love at first sight.”

I laughed as she got a dreamy look in her eyes. “They might let me take the old Ford around the block once or twice,” I said.

“I’m telling you, Brooklyn, you’re going to enjoy your freedom,” she said. “It’s going to change your life.”

I nodded, because it was true. My life was about to change—but not for the reasons Ms. Z. was thinking.

The truth was, I came from a family of witches, and up until now, I hadn’t been allowed to use my powers. But my parents had promised to unbind my gifts the day I turned sixteen. I knew through witching chat rooms that most magically inclined kids learned how to cast around the same time they learned how to walk. My parents, however, were beyond strict about magic. Their reasoning behind binding my powers was that they thought I should be mature enough to handle the responsibility it took to do magic safely. I think that, to them, magic equals freedom and my parents just weren’t ready to let go. They probably still weren’t ready, but they’d promised me that tonight was the night I would come into my heritage. After so many years of wishing I could use magic, I was itching to take my powers out for a test run.

And I already knew what my first spell was going to be.

“I think you’re right, Ms. Z.,” I said. “I have a feeling things are about to change around here.”
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“Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy biiiirthday, dear Brook-lyn.” My parents paused for dramatic effect. “Happy birthday to you!”

They’d insisted on singing, even though I’d pointed out that I was sixteen now and entirely too old for such childish traditions. When they were finished, they both laughed at their inability to sing on key and looked at me expectantly as they waited for what came next. For the second time that day, I blew out my birthday candles, wishing for the same thing I always did: a different life.

“Brilliant, just brilliant,” my mom said, clapping, when I’d blown them out. Mom watched a lot of British television and I think she wished she lived there. She thought the accent was so proper, and every once in a while she’d speak like the characters in her favorite shows. It used to bug me and Dad, but after a while we just sort of got used to it.

“I bet I know what you wished for,” my dad said, wagging his finger at me like I was a child misbehaving. He did that all the time. It was like he was in denial about the fact that I was no longer a toddler. It probably stemmed from the fact that he’d always wanted another kid, but Mom had said she was done after it took her thirty-six hours of nonstop pain to have me. She’d said if Dad wanted another child, he’d have to push it out himself.

“Let’s have some cake,” Mom said, already slicing into the vanilla cake with vanilla frosting. No matter how many times I requested something different, like raspberry filling or double fudge, it was always vanilla. My parents said they didn’t like riffraff in their cake.

And that pretty much summed up my family. Vanilla, hold the riffraff.

I waited as patiently as I could as my mom served us, my leg bouncing up and down anxiously below the table. After she handed me my piece, I practically inhaled it.

“Can we do it now?” I asked as I swallowed the last bit of cake.

“Patience, Brooklyn,” my dad said as he chewed slowly. “Your mother and I haven’t even finished our slices yet.”

I held in an aggravated sigh and tried to remind myself that I’d waited sixteen years for what was about to happen, so a few more minutes wouldn’t kill me. But it turned out to be the most excruciatingly long ten minutes of my life. And just when I thought I might explode, my parents pushed their plates away and sat back, finally full and happy.

“Here, let me get those,” I said, jumping up and clearing the table.

“Well, we should unbind your powers more often.” Mom chuckled, watching me go. “Maybe then I’d finally get you to do your chores.”

“Sure. Yeah,” I said, ignoring her tone. “Can we do it now?”

My parents looked at one another.

“Please?” I wanted to add, “You promised.” But I didn’t think whining would help my case, since I was trying to get them to see me as mature now.

My dad stood up and reached out his hand to help my mom up out of her chair. “Fine. But we’ll need a few things,” he said, walking into the living room. I followed after them like a puppy dog. “First, I need a bucket of water, a rose, cayenne pepper, peppermint oil, dirt from the backyard, a large candle, and a glass of milk.”

“Got it,” I said, disappearing at once to gather everything he mentioned. After several minutes of rummaging around the kitchen, I came back into the living room with my arms full. I placed each item on the coffee table, except for the bucket of water, which I put on the floor between us. My dad held the jar of dirt in his hands, which he’d been nice enough to retrieve for me. No girl should have to go digging around in the dirt, especially on her birthday.

While I’d been gone, my mom had left the room to retrieve a few items of her own. In her hands was an oversize leather-bound book with yellowing papers sticking out of the sides. I’d read on magicking boards that families like mine often had spell books. I wondered if this was ours.

“Please, remove your shoes, socks, and any jewelry you may have on and then step into the water,” my dad said.

Suddenly everything seemed so formal; it was a side of my parents I’d never seen before. I did what they said and hurried into the water, not worrying when a few splashes came up and over the bucket’s edge.

“First, we’ll add the peppermint,” Dad said, placing the oil in the water. The aroma filled the air instantly and I inhaled the scent deeply. “To enhance your memory as well as soothe your stomach so you can always trust your gut.”

I watched him bend down and pick up the bottle of red powder next. “Cayenne,” he said, sprinkling just a little near my feet, “to add a touch of heat to your spells when they call for it.”

It was more than weird to hear my dad talk about heat in relation to me, but I willed myself to stay silent so that he’d continue with the spell. “Rose petals to remind you to be gentle with yourself and others. The power that comes along with performing magic can harden a person and often sweep them up in the moment. Sometimes you need to stop and smell the roses. Try to find the beauty in life.

“A little dirt from the earth to keep you grounded and make sure you always appreciate the gifts that the universe offers,” he said, dumping a fistful of the dark stuff right onto my foot. With a flick of his hand, he ignited a flame and lit the tall candle, placing it down into the bucket and away from my legs. It stood firmly in place, with more than half the pillar sticking out of the water. “And finally, a candle to light your way on all your journeys.”

“What’s the milk for?” I asked, noticing that it was still sitting on the table and hadn’t been added to the mixture yet.

My dad looked at me and then down at the glass. He blinked. “The cake made me thirsty.”

I rolled my eyes at him but didn’t say anything.

“Okay, so now we’re ready,” he said. “Mabel, do you have the offering?”

My mom stepped forward and presented him with a piece of string that was tied in a knot. I stared at it, noting that it didn’t appear to be anything special.

“Your father and I bound your powers when you were born, to ensure that you had a chance to grow up as a normal kid, free from the complications that magic can bring. As you know, we don’t use our powers much in this house and we hoped that by the time you came of age, you would respect the gifts that you were given and make similar decisions.”

In other words, they wanted me to choose to live a low-magic lifestyle. They hadn’t exactly been subtle about these desires as I grew up. It’s not like they’d hidden our gifts from me, but they’d made it very clear that I could live a normal life without using my powers. But all this did was make me feel like I didn’t fit in anywhere. I didn’t fit in as a normal teenager and I didn’t fit into the witching world.

I was over a decade behind in honing my skills, since my ’rents steered clear of that part of our life.

Thank God for the Internet, because without it, I wouldn’t know half the stuff I do about magic and casting. Through special message boards online called the witchboards, I was able to connect with other teen witches—nicknamed twitches on the boards—from around the world, so I wouldn’t be totally hopeless when the time came.

“We hope that we’ve shown you that you don’t need to use your powers if you don’t want to. It’s okay to be a normal teenager. You don’t have to stand out. Life’s a lot easier that way. And a lot safer, too.”

I wanted to scream and say that I was sick of being normal, because normal was boring, and boring people weren’t popular, and that being invisible sucked. But I didn’t. I kept my mouth clamped shut so they would finish.

“Are you sure you want this life?” my dad asked me.

I tried not to answer too quickly, but it was out of my mouth before I could stop myself. “Yes,” I said. Then, a little more calmly, “I’m sure.”

“All right.”

They took a step toward me. “Hold out your hand.” I did as they said, and my mom placed the knotted string in my palm, and then closed my fist around it. Then she put her hand over mine, and Dad put his on top of hers. “Now close your eyes.”

It hit me that this was the first spell I’d ever been involved in, and I began to get really nervous as I lowered my lids. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I knew I was ready for something to happen. Even if things didn’t turn out the way I’d always imagined they would, anything had to be better than the way my life had been going so far.

And with that thought, they started chanting:
 

Born free but quickly reined,

Thy powers were hidden but remained.

Deep inside thy bridled soul,

Discovery of thyself was the ultimate goal.

Here, this string ties thou to us,

Unwind, unfurl, undo thou must.

Though once bound, thy gifts are now free,

We wish thou well on life’s journey.

As they spoke the last words of the spell, I felt a whoosh of cold air flow through the room, whipping my hair around like we were in a wind tunnel. And then it stopped. I could feel that the atmosphere had changed around us and was almost scared to open my eyes. But I did anyway and looked down at my still balled-up fist.

My parents both withdrew their hands. After a few seconds, I hesitantly opened mine. The string was still inside, but now it was straight.

“Congratulations, Brooklyn,” my mom said. “You’re officially a practicing witch.”
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“How do you feel this morning, sweetie?” my mom asked as I plopped down onto the kitchen chair the next day.

I yawned in response.

“Like I told you last night, it’s normal for a witch’s body to need to rest after coming into her powers. Having all of that magic coursing through you at once has a tendency to tap you out. Kind of like when you get a new cell phone and you have to charge it before using it.”

“Crap, I forgot to charge my cell phone,” I muttered as I snagged a piece of toast from the middle of the table and took a bite.

I was grumpy that morning and I couldn’t help it. I’d had so many things planned for the night my powers were released. But immediately following the big unbinding, I’d proceeded to pass out. And not in an “I’m a little tired, I think I’ll go to bed early” kind of way. It was more like I’d been slipped a sedative or something, and it was all I could do just to make it to my bed before I collapsed. I hadn’t even had the energy to change into pajamas. And even after sleeping like the dead for more than eleven hours, I still felt like I needed a few dozen Red Bulls if I was going to make it through the day.

I was mostly annoyed at the fact that I hadn’t been able to do any magic at all. There were so many things I’d wanted to try. Summoning spells, levitation, creating light out of darkness—I had a list I’d been making for the past year and figured I’d be able to get to at least some of them before I called it quits for the night. Instead, I’d pulled a snoozer.

What a waste.

There was one spell in particular that I’d been waiting forever to perform. And it was going to change my life, I just knew it. So when I awoke that morning, unchanged and more than slightly disappointed at how anticlimactic the whole thing had been, I couldn’t seem to tame my inner brat.

“Do I have to go to school today?” I asked, bordering on whiney. “I know it’s not technically my birthday anymore, but I think considering the circumstances . . .”

“Your exhaustion will wear off the more you get up and move,” my mom answered. She didn’t have to say no for me to realize that’s what she meant. My frown grew deeper. “Pretty soon, you’ll go back to feeling like normal again.”

“That’s what I’m hoping doesn’t happen,” I said as I took another bite of the toast.

My mom stopped bustling around the kitchen and stared at me for a minute as I nibbled on my breakfast. “You do look different, though,” she said, almost wistfully.

“I do?” I asked.

“A bit . . . older, maybe. I can’t believe how quickly you’re growing up, Brooklyn.”

“Oh, Mom,” I sighed, realizing her comment had nothing to do with my magical abilities. She was just having a parental moment.

Even so, by the time she dropped me off at school, I had to admit, I was beginning to believe her. There was a little extra pep in my step, and a tingling feeling in my fingers that wouldn’t go away, sort of like when your arm goes to sleep, only pleasant, not painful. Colors seemed brighter and I could swear that the noise around me was louder. Before long, I began to wonder whether other people could see the change in me too.

My pulse sped up as I caught sight of The Elite heading in my direction. Rhodes and Wheatley were goofing off per usual and Eliza was fully engrossed in something on her phone. Gigi and Camden were walking hand in hand down the hall.

The sensation in my fingertips increased, and instead of letting my head drop to stare at the ground, I straightened my back and continued to walk straight toward them. This would be the moment of truth. If anything had changed at all in me, The Elite would surely notice.

They had to.

I sucked in a breath and held it as we got within feet of each other. I forced my legs to continue into The Elite’s path instead of walking around them like I typically would, and I began to panic. What if they didn’t notice me and we collided? Or worse, what if they noticed me and decided that I was that weird girl who wouldn’t get out of their way? What would that do to my chances of infiltrating the group? And worst of all, what if they recognized me from my milk shake humiliation the day before?

And then it was too late to reconsider. I was practically face-to-face with the most popular kids in school and I had no idea how to handle it. Just when I thought I might faint from whatever was about to happen, Gigi’s and Camden’s hands separated and the two parted like the Red Sea so I could pass between them. I thought I might have caught a flash of Gigi’s eyes looking at me as she passed, but it was all over so quickly that it was quite possible I’d imagined the whole thing.

As soon as I was on the other side of them, I stopped in my tracks and turned around. I couldn’t help but stare behind me as they left, and noticed that they didn’t bother to do the same. They continued on down the hallway, Clearview’s power couple linking back up after a few feet.

I felt myself slowly deflate as I watched them disappear.

Nothing was different. I may have been a year older and, now, a witch, but anything that I thought I’d felt was clearly perceptible only to me.

Once again I was the only one who knew I existed.

Feeling a whole new level of defeat, I dragged myself over to my locker and leaned into it, touching my forehead against the cool metal door. For a brief moment, I considered banging my head against it. How could I have let myself think things would be different? Instead, I closed my eyes and took a minute to collect myself.

“Do you two want to be left alone?”

I assumed the comment was meant for someone else and ignored it. When it was repeated, my curiosity got the better of me and I cracked one of my eyes open.

What I saw startled me. Just a few feet away, two gorgeous eyes stared back. They crinkled at the sides as if they were smiling at me. And as I looked at the rest of his dark caramel-colored face, I saw that his lips were smiling too.

Keeping my forehead on the locker, I turned my head slightly the other way to see whether he was talking to someone behind me, but to my surprise, there was no one there. I pushed myself slowly away from the locker and looked back at him, almost expecting him to have disappeared.

But he was still there, leaning lazily against the lockers, hands resting in the pockets of his jeans. His smile had changed to a slight smirk as he waited for me to respond.

“Um, yeah. No. I mean . . . what?” I said, totally caught off guard.

He didn’t move toward me or away from me, just stared at me curiously. “I had a locker like that once. We were hot and heavy for a while, but then she dumped me for the janitor’s closet. And, well, how could I compete with that?”

When I didn’t answer right away, he chuckled to himself and then ran his hand through his jet-black faux-hawk.

“Okay. So, nice talk,” he said, and slowly began to move away. “Maybe next time we’ll get to the part where you say something back? We’ll make it a whole conversation thing.”

All I could do was nod as I watched Asher Astley, the boy I’d had a crush on since the beginning of school, walk away from me. After a few feet, he turned his head and threw another glance my way. I felt the tingling start up. It was like my whole body was buzzing.

Were hallucinations a side effect of coming into my powers or had Asher just noticed me? Maybe something had changed after all.
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I had trouble concentrating the rest of the day, so by the time the last bell rang, I practically ran all the way home. Between what had happened with Asher and The Elite, I was more than a little overwhelmed. And it wasn’t like I was cutting into any of my other plans, since heading home right after school was part of my normal routine. But today, all I wanted to do was escape to my room and spend some quality time alone with my spell book.

Well, it wasn’t so much a book as a notebook that I’d collected spells in ever since I’d started trolling the witchboards. I’d met so many witches online who were from different covens all over the world and got to hear all about what it was like to cast spells. It had opened my eyes to all the possibilities that magic could bring.

And the spells. Oh, the spells! There were millions of them. And so many different variations, too. It was sort of like how a cooking site might have twenty different recipes for meat loaf. So if I wanted to perform a levitation spell, there were dozens of ways to make it happen. Certain words would make an object take to the air with more force, while others were weaker. I’d cataloged as many as I could over the years and planned to use each and every one if it was possible.

My makeshift spell book sort of acted as a diary, too. I could tell how old I was at the time of each entry by the type and quality of the spell in the book. For instance, at the beginning of the notebook, most of the pages included spells like ones that changed vegetables into candy or gave people hives (I’d wanted to use this one on a kid who’d made fun of me at school). The most recent entries included changing the faces of people in pictures and making objects fly.

I flipped to a random page in the middle and sat down cross-legged on my bed. No one was home, so I knew I wasn’t going to be interrupted. The last thing I needed was for my parents to walk in on me performing my first spell. It was embarrassing enough that I was getting such a late start. No, this was something I wanted complete privacy for.

Closing my eyes, I began to breathe in deeply. One of the things I’d learned on the witchboards was that you needed to be as still as possible when casting. Many people suggested learning how to meditate, because it helped you tap in to your powers more quickly. After hearing that, I’d begun studying ways to calm my mind and body, and even started practicing on a daily basis. I figured it would be one less thing I had to worry about when I finally got control of my powers.

Today I began by picturing the ocean, waves crashing against the shore. As each one rolled in, I noticed how it was unique to all the others and followed it until it disappeared into the frothy foam that spread across the beach. The visualization became methodical, and after a few minutes my body had relaxed to the point where I could feel my heartbeat pulsing through it.

I slowly opened my eyes and looked down at the page in front of me. I read its contents and then thought through what I was about to do. I visualized what I wanted to accomplish and, once I was ready, turned my gaze to the lamp that was illuminated in the corner of the room. The house was completely silent as I took my first step.

Narrowing my eyes and concentrating, I said the words that were written in my notebook with as much force as I could muster.

“Electro-reducto!”

I felt a buzzing sensation move from my toes, up to my torso, through my upper body, and then explode out my fingers. I didn’t see the magic burst out of me, but almost immediately the light began to dim. It happened slowly at first, but as seconds passed it seemed to pick up speed. Before it could go out completely, I pulled back on the magic and then closed my hand and drew it in toward my body as if I were reining in a horse.

Blinking through the dim light, I leaned back carefully onto my bed, worried that if I moved too quickly, the spell’s effects would be broken. When the light remained low, I decided to give it another try.

On the same page was another enchantment, which I’d memorized earlier. With the same amount of concentration, but this time while lying back against my cushy pillows, I summoned my magic again.

“Electro-lumino!” I said, pointing at the lamp. Just like before, the power of my magic flowed through my body and out my fingertips.

The light began to brighten again, and before I knew it, every corner of my room was glowing unnaturally. Shielding my eyes, I brought the glow back down to normal and then collapsed onto my bed, giddy and satisfied with having cast my first spell.

My thoughts immediately flew to what I was going to perform next. I didn’t even stop to think about whether I should be casting more or not, I just kept going. Page after page, I tested out the spells, building up from the easy ones to the more difficult. I moved a piece of paper from one end of the room to the other. I turned the radio on and off. I made an apple materialize in front of me—and then changed it into a peach. I made my nails turn a deep shade of red without having to go through the tedious process of painting them.

Over an hour later, when I felt as if I’d had enough practice, I turned to the last page in my notebook and studied it. At first glance, it looked sort of like I’d created a Frankenstein in Photoshop. One model’s head was on top of another’s body, with the hair of my favorite star topping it all off. I’d taken all the best parts of some of the most beautiful women in the world and created one person. Though my arts-and-crafts project left much to be desired, what I did have was a blueprint for beauty.

And a wish list for the ultimate makeover.

I bit my lip as I studied the individual pictures in front of me and thought about what it would be like to be that gorgeous. Certainly people would notice me then, right? I mean, how could they not, with hair like that and a body that would put a Victoria’s Secret model to shame?

“I’ll just start out small,” I said out loud, as if I was warning the universe what I was about to do. But the reality was that people changed their appearances all the time. Cosmetics were a multibillion-dollar industry, after all.

What I wanted to do required a little more magic than could be found in the aisles of my local drugstore.

Before I could feel weird about what I was doing, I performed the spell that would change my boring brown eyes to a gorgeous sea-green color. It was over so quickly that I had to look in the mirror to see if it had even worked. Studying my new eyes, I was amazed by how much of a difference it made. I almost couldn’t stop staring at them. I clapped my hands together in excitement, then set to work on all the other parts of me that I felt needed an upgrade.

I lightened my mousy brown hair to a golden blond, which gave me the appearance that I’d spent most of my life on a beach somewhere tropical. My strands grew about five more inches in length, and the ends took on a natural curl they’d only ever had when I spent hours curling them.

Next I focused on clearing up my skin; the tiny bumps that had plagued almost every part of my body disappeared within minutes. Every surface became smooth, and for the first time I loved the feel of my hand on my cheek. My lips took on a pucker that was just slightly bigger than usual and my brows arched into a sassy angle that I’d never been able to achieve through plucking.

I moved on and gave my height a boost without the need of heels. And just to ensure that no one would consider my body boyish anymore, my butt and hips swelled just the tiniest bit, to give me that little oomph I’d always wanted. I wouldn’t be mistaken for Kim Kardashian anytime soon, but there was a curve to me now that hadn’t been there before. And because I wanted that sun-kissed glow without a side of melanoma, I threw in a little bronzed sheen for good measure.

Feeling like I was getting a bit carried away, I stepped away from my spell book and walked carefully over to the mirror. Still looking at the ground, I took a few moments to remember what I’d looked like before. I couldn’t help but feel like I was on one of those extreme makeover shows and was about to be unveiled to the waiting audience. When I felt like I was finally ready to see the results, I lifted my eyes to my reflection.

And gasped.

There, staring back at me, was a glamazon. I took a hesitant step forward, half expecting the figure not to move along with me. But she did, and the closer I got, the more I could see myself staring back. New hair color, eye color, and body aside, there was enough of the old me shining through that I wasn’t a totally new person. The shape of my eyes was still the same, as was my face, though the clear skin and golden hue made me glow like I never had before. I was digging the blond locks, and pushed out my hip to test my new sass-factor.

It was me, but it wasn’t me. I was new and improved. Buffed and done up. It was like I’d airbrushed a bad picture of me. Only, I got to be like this all the time!

I turned around in circles, admiring my new self until I got dizzy and then collapsed on the floor. What would the reaction be like at school? Things had to be different now, right? I was different. I caught another glance at myself and winked.

Nope, being invisible was no longer an option.
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When I opened my eyes the next morning, I lay in bed thinking about what I’d done to myself the night before. Part of me wondered whether it had all been a dream, and my heart began to sink at the thought. I’d been so blown away by the transformation that had taken place that I couldn’t bear to think it wouldn’t be there again this morning.

Mustering up all my courage, I launched myself out of bed and walked over to the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my door.

Oh. My. God.

What I saw reflected back at me was even better than I’d remembered. Logically, I knew that I’d been asleep for hours, probably tossing and turning in bed, but you couldn’t tell by the way I looked. My hair, though tousled, looked shiny and beautiful, just like a shampoo commercial. And the volume I seemed to have naturally was the bedhead look that people spent hours trying to achieve. My new clear skin was dewy and fresh, and upon closer inspection, I doubted I’d need much makeup today at all.

No need to cover up perfection.

I spent about ten minutes poking and prodding myself, barely able to believe it was all me. And it didn’t matter which angle I studied myself, because I loved every bit of my new look.

I spent so much time looking in the mirror, in fact, that I ended up having to rush my morning routine in order to not be late. The time it took me to get ready was cut down considerably, though, now that I had a lot less to worry about. There were no zits to cover, no need for product to tame my wild hair. My eyes popped no matter what I wore, and my clothes just fit better. I looked hot.

I’d been in bed by the time my parents had come home from a dinner they’d been roped into with our neighbors, so I’d managed to avoid the backlash of my makeover. And this morning, I timed my departure perfectly so I could sneak out of the house unseen. It’s not that I thought they’d be mad, really, but I knew they’d have questions for me. And the truth was, I still wasn’t quite sure what I was going to tell them. Besides, I sort of wanted to see if my makeover was going to have any impact on my social life before I decided whether the confrontation was worth it or not.

Dressed in a skirt that showed off my killer legs—which had always been nice, but until now I hadn’t been confident enough to show off—and a sequined tank, I gave myself one final glance in the mirror before heading off to school.

I was so busy thinking about how people were going to react that before I knew it, I was ambling up the steps. With butterflies swarming around inside my stomach, I took ahold of the front doors and pulled them open, feeling like I was about to make my grand entrance.

As I walked inside, I began to worry that no matter what I did, my social standing at school was set in stone. I watched as kids scrambled down the hall, either trying to find their friends or hustling to their lockers before classes started. The smile I’d plastered on my face for the moment that people saw the changes in me slowly began to sag into a frown.

There was no reaction at all.

A guy brushed past me then, knocking me out of his way as he went, and mumbled an unconvincing “sorry.” But then something happened. He lifted his eyes long enough to look at me—and continued to stare as he walked away. His mouth fell slightly open, and he completely abandoned the conversation he’d been having with his buddies. This caused them all to turn and look my way, which created a similar reaction.

My smile shot back onto my face as I collected myself and began to try my best to strut down the hallway. As my heels clicked against the floor, I started to get into a rhythm and noticed excitedly that my new curves were lending to a slightly more seductive walk. Not knowing if it was working or not, I dared to place one hand on my hip, à la Ms. Tyra Banks, and walked straight ahead.

People began to whisper, quietly at first, and then I could hear bits and pieces of conversations going on all around me.

“Who’s that?”

“I bet she’s new.”

“Uh, this is a hallway, not a runway.”

Even the negative comments couldn’t wipe the grin off my face as I soaked up the attention I’d always dreamed about getting.

“Damn, girl. Looking good!” This came from Brad Pinkerton, the same guy who’d bodychecked me just a couple of days ago. I rolled my eyes. He wouldn’t apologize then, but he was hitting on me now? Yeah, right.

As one of my teachers walked by, I gave her a little wave. “Hi, Mrs. Garrett,” I said.

“Hello, Ms. . . .” she began, but then stopped. She squinted at me as if she was having trouble seeing me.

She didn’t recognize me.

“It’s me, Brooklyn,” I said, smiling.

“Brooklyn! Well, well, look at you,” she stammered, before hurrying off to class, confused.

I shrugged and then continued on to my locker. By this time I had the attention of everyone within eyeshot and was uber-aware that my every move was being watched and analyzed. Praying that I wouldn’t trip in my heels and remind them all who I really was, I took my time getting in my locker and collecting my books. I tried desperately to act like I didn’t notice everyone staring and continued on my way to my first class.

I didn’t even realize I’d been holding in my breath until I sat down in first-period history and let it out slowly.

Well, that went well.

Better than expected, actually. And all the attention, albeit exciting, was a little bit odd, too. I was still the same person I was before—only blonder, with better skin and a butt that belonged in a music video.

I was still me.

I was so totally lost in thought that I didn’t even notice when Eliza and Wheatley walked in and took their regular seats just a few away from me. When I finally looked up from my desk, I saw them both staring in my direction. It wasn’t the same way that the others had been looking at me; this was more like curiosity than awe or heated interest.

I turned to make sure they weren’t looking at anyone behind me, but saw that I was the only one in their line of sight. As I turned back around, I knocked my pile of books off my desk and they landed with a clatter on the floor. My face growing hot, I scrambled to retrieve them as subtly as I could.

Oh, why couldn’t there be an anti-clumsiness spell?

When I finally got everything back on my desk, I snuck a glance at Eliza and Wheatley, who had gone back to focusing on their own stuff. Still, I noted, a glance from The Elite was better than what I’d gotten before, which was a big, fat nothing. And they had been looking at me, so the makeover couldn’t have been a total flop.

As others filtered into the room, I got more surprised looks. And when the noise in the class began to rise, I couldn’t help but think everyone was talking about me. Whether it was good or bad, I couldn’t tell, but one look around and I knew it was true.

Finally, the teacher showed up and quieted everyone down, although that didn’t stop people from staring. I tried my best to act like everything was business as usual, but it was hard to do, considering the fact that I’d never had this much attention focused on me in my entire life. Even forcing myself to concentrate on the lecture we were being given on the Roman Empire wasn’t working. After a few minutes, I gave up and picked at my nails instead.

My next few classes were just as hopelessly distracting, and I began to develop a new appreciation for celebrities and what they had to go through every time they went out in public. Being stared at was hard to ignore. It sort of made you feel like a monkey in a zoo. Only, I’d put myself in this cage, hadn’t I?

By the time the bell rang for lunch, all I could think about was escaping. Instead of sauntering down the hallway and letting my hips sway back and forth like earlier, I found myself power walking beyond the cafeteria, to Ms. Zia’s office. I skipped the Monkey Business and headed straight for her door. Only, when I was about halfway there, my path was blocked.

I stopped short to keep from running straight into them, letting out a little gasp as I did so. There, having appeared just like a mirage, were the last five people I would’ve ever expected to see in front of me: Gigi, Camden, Wheatley, Rhodes, and Eliza.

The Elite.

I mumbled, “Excuse me,” and tried to make my way around them, but as I moved, they moved too, putting us once again face-to-face.

“Hi,” Gigi said with the slightest hint of a smile.

I was so caught off guard by the fact that she was speaking to me that I couldn’t think of anything to say. Nothing that would be worthy of a conversation with someone like her, at least.

“I’m Gigi,” she added, filling the silence. “And you are?”

I knew this one. “Brooklyn,” I said quickly. “My name’s Brooklyn.”

“What an interesting name,” she said. Then, as if it was an afterthought, she added, “I visited New York once with my dad and we went to this cute coffee shop in Brooklyn. They had these amazing little cappuccinos. . . . Have you ever been there?”

“No.”

Gigi looked at me like she was expecting more to the story, so I obliged. “My parents don’t really like to travel. They have this weird thing about needing to know where the closest hospitals are and stuff.”

She just nodded. Her expression hadn’t changed, so I couldn’t tell if I’d given her the response she’d wanted or had utterly failed whatever test she was giving me.

“So, Brooklyn,” she said, staring at me intently, “where have you been hiding?”

“Uh . . .”

“Are you new or something?” Eliza cut in perkily.

Her question surprised me. Considering the fact that I’d been sitting just rows behind her in first period for the past few months and had been at the same school as all of them for the past three years, I thought maybe she was kidding. But one look at her face and I knew she wasn’t. Was it really possible that she didn’t recognize me? That none of them did? Talk about self-absorbed.

“Not new, really,” I answered slowly. I didn’t want to make them feel stupid for not recognizing me, so I chose my words carefully. “But I did sort of just go through some . . . changes.” I absently reached up to touch my long, blond locks.

Eliza squinted at me and then took a step back. Looking me up and down, she studied me critically. “Who’s your surgeon?”

“Huh?” I asked, totally confused.

“Who did your work? I had my nose done last year and my guy did an okay job, I guess—I told him I wanted Dakota Fanning’s nose, but he gave me Kristen Stewart’s—anyway, I’m thinking of getting it redone, because nobody takes Kristen Stewart seriously nowadays, and possibly even my boobs. Are yours real? Anyway, I just wanted to know who your doctor is because he obviously did a good job. I don’t even recognize you.”

When Eliza finally stopped to take a breath, everyone stared at me, waiting for a response. Only, what was I supposed to say? I had magical plastic surgery? Nope. Not an option.

“Um, thanks?” I responded, my head still spinning from the bizarro turn the conversation had taken. “But I didn’t have any of that done. My boobs are the same ones I’ve had since I was thirteen. I guess it’s just a really great bra?”

Eliza opened her mouth and then closed it again as she processed what I’d told her.

“Please forgive Eliza,” Gigi said, reaching out and touching my arm. Inside, my head was screaming, Gigi is touching me! Gigi is touching me! but I just smiled at her. “A casting agent just told her that she looked too ethnic to play the girl next door. She’s sort of obsessed right now.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to fix your imperfections,” Eliza said to no one in particular. “Like none of you have had anything done.”

“So you’ve been right here all the time, then?” Gigi continued, rolling over Eliza’s last comment.

“That can’t be right,” Rhodes said, giving me a smile that made my heart dip in the way that only a gorgeous guy could. “I would’ve noticed you.”

“Down, boy,” Gigi said without looking at him. “But seriously, why haven’t you been on our radar before now? What’s the story?”

Even though I was wearing a tank top, I could feel myself starting to sweat. This was beginning to feel more and more like an interrogation rather than a friendly first meeting. And truthfully, I wasn’t sure how to answer their questions without raising suspicions or having them realize who I really was. So I winged it.

“I honestly don’t know why we haven’t crossed paths before,” I said, shrugging. “And there’s no story, really.”

“Or it’s just not a story you want us to know about,” Camden said.

He said it nonthreateningly, but I could tell he was deadly serious.

“No, really. I’m just a regular kid.”

“There’s nothing regular about you, girl,” Rhodes said, shoving his hands into his back pockets.

I couldn’t help but blush at his compliment. Gigi looked from me to Rhodes and then back at me.

“Okay, then. Well, it was nice meeting you, Brooklyn,” she said. “I guess we’ll be seeing you around. You definitely won’t be able to hide from us now.”

She and the other Elite stepped to the side, allowing me to continue on down the hallway. As I was walking away I heard Eliza say, “I don’t see why it’s such a big deal to give me her doctor’s number. Hello? Share the wealth.”

As I walked away from the most influential kids in the school, I could no longer hide the grin that had been threatening to appear on my face. Had that actually just happened? The fact that one of them remotely envied something about me just about made my head explode. Even if Eliza had thought I was made up of fake parts, she’d still noticed me. It was all I’d ever wanted.

Well, that, and to be a part of the group myself.

But this was a start.

I began to skip the rest of the way to Ms. Zia’s office, but when I nearly tripped over my three-inch heels, I slowed my gait to a slightly awkward power strut. Practically bursting to share my earth-shattering news with someone, I hurried in and sat down in my usual spot.

Ms. Zia was reading something intently on her computer and only looked up briefly to see who’d walked in.

“And how can I help you?” she asked me in the “I’m a responsible adult” voice she usually reserved for people who weren’t me.

“Um, you can listen to this crazy story I have to tell you,” I answered, too excited to bother giving her a hard time for her less-than-stellar hello.

Ms. Z. looked back up at me from her screen and shook her head as if clearing it. “Brooklyn?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s you.”

“That is correct—now give the lady a prize!” I said in my best game-show announcer’s voice.

“But you’re . . . blond.”

I rolled my eyes. It was the first time she was seeing me after my magical makeover and she was understandably thrown off by my newfound hotness.

“And my skin cleared up,” I added.

“Wait, weren’t your eyes brown before?”

“You’re very observant, Ms. Z. You know, I’ve always really liked that about you,” I said, feeling extra hyper after my run-in with The Elite. “So, what do you think of my makeover?”

“Makeover?”

“Yeah,” I said, standing up and slowly turning around so she could get the full effect.

Ms. Zia swallowed hard and then leaned in closer to study me. “You’re like . . . a whole new person.”

“I know! Isn’t it great?”

But instead of getting the same level of enthusiasm back, my question was met with silence. After a few awkward seconds, Ms. Z. seemed to gather herself and then cleared her throat.

“You look . . . different.”

“Good different?” I asked, giving her a chance to react more like I’d been expecting her to.

She hesitated before answering.

“Different different.”

When she saw my face fall, she got up from her chair and came around her desk to sit down next to me. “I didn’t mean it that way. You look great, Brooklyn, it’s just—I thought you looked pretty great the other way too. What’s with the extreme makeover? Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s pretty freaking awesome,” I said, still riding high after my encounter with the upper crust. “I was just tired of being the me that nobody knew. I wanted to look back on my high school experience and actually be able to say that I experienced it. Right now I’m just . . . existing. And I’m over it.”

“Brooklyn . . .”

“Look, Ms. Zia, I know what you’re going to say. High school isn’t everything. And yeah, okay, maybe it’s not. Maybe I won’t even care about any of this a few years from now. But for once I want proof that I was here. I don’t want people to look at my picture in the yearbook and wonder, who is that girl?”

“But do you really want to do that as somebody else?”

Now I was starting to get annoyed. This was possibly one of the most significant experiences in my life so far, and she was taking all the fun out of it. Not that I thought she was doing it on purpose, but still, the line of questioning felt a bit harsh.

“How is this any different from you working out to stay in shape or getting your hair dyed? Why is it okay for everyone else to take steps to improve themselves, but I get the third degree when I do it?”

“Calm down, Brooklyn. I’m not trying to upset you, I just want to make sure you’ve thought about this. If any other student walked in here having changed their entire appearance, I’d be asking them these questions too. Just because we’re closer than I might be with other students doesn’t mean I’m going to sugarcoat things for you. In fact, I’ve always been honest with you.”

“Yeah, sometimes a little too honest,” I muttered.

“It’s just, you know about my past. . . . I’m hoping you can learn from my mistakes instead of making your own.”

“I know, Ms. Z., but you think you’re trying to shield me from the potential downside of high school? Um, sorry. Been there, experienced that,” I retorted. Seeing her face grow serious, I tried to calm down. “Look, I just want to be happy, and I wasn’t before. I wish I was. I wish the old me was enough. I wish there were more people in this school who were like you, but there’s not.”

We’d had this conversation so many times before that I was beginning to feel like a broken record. And because Ms. Z. was the only person in my life who I could confide in like this, she also ended up being the one who was always pushing back and challenging me.

Ms. Zia looked at me and bit her lip as she took in what I was saying. “And you think this will make you happy?”

“It already has,” I said, thinking about my run-in with The Elite.

After another long look and an even longer sigh, she patted me on the arm. “Then I’m here to support you,” she said. She forced a smile on her pretty face.

“Well, I guess I should head to my locker before lunch is over, then,” I said, getting up and gathering my things. “See you tomorrow?”

“Sure, Brooklyn,” Ms. Zia answered, watching me move toward the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I’d barely gotten my foot out the door when I immediately collided with another body.

“Oh!” I said, looking up. When I saw that it was Asher, I couldn’t seem to untangle my feet.

“Whoops,” he said, placing his hands on both my arms to steady me. “Sorry about that.”

I gave him a half smile, wondering whether he recognized me. Then he blinked in surprise and flashed me a smile of his own. “Wow. You look . . .”

Good? Amazing? Beautiful? Like the kind of girl you’d like to have as a girlfriend?

“Different,” he finished after a long pause.

My smile disappeared again.

“Seriously?!” I took one last look at my biggest crush and then stormed off in the opposite direction.
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“Sweetie! Can you come downstairs for a minute?”

My mom’s voice drifted into my room as I clicked away on my computer. Given my new look, I decided it was time to update all my photos online so people would be able to find me if they were trying. I sat back and admired the self-portrait I’d taken with my phone.

It was perfect.

I’d pretty much avoided taking pictures of myself before, but now I got excited every time I took a snapshot. Each one seemed to be better than the last, and I wasn’t even sitting there overanalyzing all the things I’d need to edit out later. Instead I’d spent the last hour trying to narrow down which shot I liked the best, and then how to crop it.

I was putting the finishing touches on my number one choice when my mom called out to me.

“Right now?” I asked.

“Yes, please,” my dad answered.

I sighed and made a few hasty adjustments before hitting the publish button. Closing my laptop, I climbed off my bed and went downstairs. When I walked into the living room, my parents were sitting side by side on the couch, looking unusually serious. My stomach sank as I dreaded the conversation I knew was coming.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Why don’t you sit down, honey,” my mom said, motioning to the love seat across from them.

“Is everything okay? You’re kind of freaking me out.”

“Brooklyn, we couldn’t help but notice that you seem to have made some, er, changes to your appearance,” my dad began.

“You’re blond,” my mom chimed in.

“And, well, we know that you just came into your powers, and while it’s natural to want to experiment with things, we think you need to know that there are consequences to every spell that you do,” Dad said.

My fear dissolved into relief, and then the relief turned into annoyance.

“This is because I changed my hair?” I asked incredulously.

“It’s not just your hair,” my mom said. “It’s your eyes, your skin, your lips . . . I’m pretty sure you even made yourself taller. I barely recognize you anymore.” As she finished, her eyes began to well up with tears.

I instantly felt guilty. I had no idea my parents were going to take the makeover so hard.

“Guys, I just wanted a little change. I’m sixteen now. This is what kids my age do! They change their appearance. They wear makeup. They dye their hair—usually crazier colors than this, I might add. I’m just trying something new. Trying to figure out who I am.”

I didn’t add that it was also so I could catch the attention of The Elite. I knew my parents wouldn’t go for the changes if they were for anyone else but me. Even though I liked the new me, too, doing things to please other people was unacceptable in our household.

“Hey, at least I’m not getting tattoos or my tongue pierced,” I added, cracking a joke to try and lighten the mood.

“It’s not so much the changes you’re making that we’re worried about. We’ve read all the parenting books—we knew this would happen one day. It’s how you’re doing it that worries us.”

I blinked at them. “What are you talking about?”

“We think you’re using too much magic,” my mom blurted out.

I glanced from my mom to my dad and then shook my head. “I’ve only done a few spells,” I said, staring straight at them. “Look, you said that when I turned sixteen you would unbind my powers. I just thought that meant I could actually use them.”

“And you can,” my dad answered. “We just want you to practice responsibly.”

“You think I’m irresponsible?” I asked slowly. “Because I did a few beauty spells?”

This was unbelievable.

“We just don’t want you to use magic for everything. There’s so much you can do without using spells and we don’t want you to get used to taking shortcuts,” he said. “Your magical abilities give you an advantage over nonpracticing people, and capitalizing on those abilities isn’t exactly fair to them. It also turns a lot of unneeded attention onto you. We don’t want you to start choosing magic over good, old-fashioned hard work and perseverance.”

“But don’t you think these gifts were given to us for a reason? Why would we have them if we weren’t supposed to use them?” I questioned. I felt like we were speaking two different languages.

“Of course you can use them, Brooklyn. We just want you to use them wisely,” my mom said. “History has shown that the more magic you use, the greater chance you have of people taking notice. And when that happens—well, it can be bad for everyone involved.”

“What are you talking about?”

My parents looked at each other and then my mom pulled out the same book that she’d been holding the night of my unbinding and stroked it gently. “Brooklyn, we know we don’t talk much about our magical history, but we think it’s time you learned about your ancestors and the . . . difficulties . . . that fell upon them.”

Mom was right about that. Trying to get my parents to discuss our family and their ties to witchcraft was like pulling teeth. Every time I’d asked a question in the past, they’d either changed the subject or told me I wasn’t old enough to hear it. It used to frustrate me to no end, because I thought they were just treating me like a kid. But now it seemed as if their motives might have been more complicated than that.

“How much do you know about the Salem witch trials, Brooklyn?” she asked me.

I wasn’t sure where this was going but didn’t bother saying so. The Salem witch trials had been too big a topic to ignore while I was growing up, because it was one of the only things my parents had shared with me concerning the witching world. Anything my parents had conveniently left out, I’d been able to learn from other twitches online who studied witch history in their coven classes.

“I only know what you’ve told me and what I’ve been able to find on the Internet,” I said. They nodded for me to continue, and I racked my brain for the details. To placate my parents, I regurgitated what I knew about this infamous time in our history. “Um, sometime in the late 1600s, a whole bunch of people in colonial Massachusetts were accused of practicing witchcraft. In the end, around twenty people were killed for allegedly being witches. Since then they’ve been exonerated to the nonwitching world, but we know from our own magical history that some of those who were killed actually were witches. Several were innocent bystanders.”

“Correct. And do you know what caused the hysteria in the first place?” I shook my head no. “Well, it all started when Samuel Parris, a member of the Cleri coven, became hungry for power. He wasn’t the most powerful of the group—that was Bridget Bishop—but he had aspirations to make the Cleri the most prominent coven in the witching world. When he realized that Bridget and most of the other Cleri didn’t feel the same way, he betrayed them by starting the rumor that they—and several other people in the town—were practicing witchcraft.”

“Why would he do that? Especially when it could come back to bite him in the—”

“As far as we know, Samuel Parris targeted the witches in the group that he knew wouldn’t fall in line with him. And he knew that if he just got the rumors started, the townspeople would take care of the rest,” she said. “You see, sweetie, power can be dangerous if put in the wrong hands.”

“Wait—let me get this straight. You think I’m gonna go all power crazy like that jerk-wad Parris and sell other witches out?” I was starting to become a bit hysterical, but could you blame me? From the sound of it, my own parents were comparing me to a murderous, lying psycho. I couldn’t help but be hurt. “Geez, I’ve had my powers for, like, a day, and you’ve already got me starting the next witch trials? Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“That’s not it at all,” Dad cut in. “You’re missing the point of the story. Samuel wanted the power so badly that he was willing to do anything to get it. We’re just saying that the more you use your powers, the more attention you’ll draw to yourself. And the more attention you draw to yourself, the more dangerous things can get. Not everyone has a heart like yours. And people can still be very afraid of things they don’t understand.”

“It’s been over four hundred years since the Salem witch trials. Don’t you think people have evolved a little? I mean, think of how popular vampires, werewolves, and zombies are nowadays. You don’t think people would be psyched to find out there are actual witches out there? No way would people have the same reaction today that they did back then.”

My parents shot each other a look.

“Did Grandma Sparks ever talk to you about her sister Evelyn?” Dad asked. As if on cue, Mom opened the book that was lying on her lap and then passed it over to me. The page was full of photos, all black-and-white and old-looking. The first showed two kids, both in little white dresses, bangs pulled back on top of their heads. The taller of the two was smiling, but the other wore a frown.

The progression of pictures showed the two girls growing up. One captured the younger child making a funny face at the camera while her sister’s back was turned. Another showed the two facing each other, arms outstretched and appearing to concentrate. I had a sneaking suspicion the camera had caught them midspell in that one. The last was of both of the girls, just a little bit older, hugging each other tightly.

I shook my head. “I didn’t know Grandma had a sister,” I said quietly, continuing to study the pages. “Why didn’t she say anything?”

My dad cleared his throat and fidgeted in his seat. “Well, I imagine talking about Evelyn made her a bit . . . sad,” he said finally. “See, Evelyn was younger than Grandma Sparks by several years, but she was always the more outgoing of the two of them. She had big dreams—plans to go out to Hollywood one day—and she wasn’t one to shy away from a challenge.”

“She sounds pretty cool,” I said, smiling as I turned to a picture of Evelyn blowing a kiss to the camera.

“You’re actually like her in a lot of ways,” he said. By the tone of his voice, it didn’t seem that he was all too happy about this. “Evelyn adored magic. She loved casting and wasn’t ashamed of it. She thought spells should be used for just about everything, even if it was something simple she could have done herself. But the ease with which she used magic made her careless, and before long, she was doing spells in public.”

“Until finally, one day, someone caught her,” he said sadly.

“What happened?” I was almost scared to hear the rest of the story, but at this point, I was totally sucked in.

“She must have thought no one was watching when she did the summoning spell that day, but she was wrong. Someone was watching. A reporter, and he wanted to expose Evelyn to the world. When he confronted her, she realized what she’d done and tried to dissuade him. She told him he was seeing things. That he needed a good night’s sleep. That it was just a trick of the light. But he wasn’t a fool. He knew what he’d seen and he knew that breaking the news that magic actually existed would change his life.

“Evelyn managed to get away from the reporter and fled in her car, but he eventually caught up with her. He pulled up next to her in his car, honking his horn and swerving to try and get her to stop and talk to him, but she refused. Finally, the reporter came up with a plan. He figured that if she really was a witch, he could push her off the side of the road and she would have to perform another spell in order to save herself. And when she did that, he would have proof of her abilities and then would have something to go to his editor with.

“So he sideswiped her car. The first time, Evelyn managed to swerve and missed the brunt of the impact, but when he did it again, the road had narrowed and there was nowhere for her to go. This time, the car broke through the guardrail and careened down an embankment before slamming into a tree. The reporter grabbed the bulky video camera that he kept in the trunk of his car at all times and rushed down the hill to the car, slipping and sliding the whole way. When he finally got to the bottom, the car had caught on fire and the flames were spreading quickly. He peered through the fumes and saw Evelyn just waking up. Her head was bleeding and she seemed dazed. She began to panic, realizing what had happened, and pulled at her door and seat belt to no avail. The guy yelled at her to use her magic to get out, but by this time she was too hysterical to listen. Instead, she just kept trying to claw her way out. Finally, the two locked eyes, him behind his camera and her behind the flames and glass. There was a moment on the film where it looked like Evelyn was about to do something. Say something. A spell most likely. But it was too late. As they sat there looking at each other, the car blew up.”

Something wet hit my hand and I looked down. I hadn’t even realized I’d been crying. I wiped my face hastily and waited on the rest of the story.

“So, she died? All because of some guy’s career?” I asked, disgusted.

“Power can drive even the sanest person to do insane things. It’s an incredible motivator,” my mom said. I saw that her eyes were red and gave her a sympathetic look.

“How do we know all of this?”

“Well, after Evelyn’s death, the reporter went on trial for her murder and that’s what came out during the case. They even used the footage he’d taken that day as evidence. Grandma Sparks and the rest of the family were there and, based on what they knew about Evelyn, realized their biggest fear had come to fruition.”

“What happened to the reporter?” I asked, balling up my fists. “I hope he got what was coming to him.”

“Well, considering his whole defense was built on the fact that he claimed Evelyn to be a witch, they found him incompetent to stand trial and sent him away to spend the rest of his life in a mental health facility. From what we know, he stayed there until he died, living with what he did that day and being tormented by the fact that nobody believed him.”

We sat there in silence for a few minutes as the story hit each of us differently. Finally I spoke. “Good. I’m glad he suffered. What he did was horrible and irresponsible and—”

“And none of it would have happened if Evelyn hadn’t been so careless with her gifts,” my dad said gently.

“You’re blaming her for what happened?!”

“He’s not blaming her, sweetie. We’re just trying to make you see that magicking is a big responsibility. One that shouldn’t be taken lightly, or abused. Our history has shown that using your powers too much can become dangerous. That’s why we raised you in a low-magic household. We just want you to be safe.”

Logically I could see that she and Dad truly believed what they were saying, but as far as I was concerned, they were going overboard. They’d never been comfortable with letting me use my powers, and they were still trying to control me. And despite the horrible story I’d just heard, the way they babied me made me want to scream.

“First off, just because a few people had bad experiences using their gifts doesn’t mean I’m going to make the same mistakes,” I said, trying my best to keep my voice even. “And second, that was, like, fifty years ago. A lot’s changed since then. I think people are more open to different lifestyles. I mean, Harry Potter has his own theme park.”

“Harry Potter’s not real,” my mom reminded me, sounding annoyed. “And even Harry had his enemies. Prejudice and fear are still very much alive today, Brooklyn. Our family isn’t prepared to take on that kind of battle.”

“Nor do we want to,” Dad said firmly. “Look, Brook, the bottom line is this: we’re not saying you have to stop using your magic. Though we don’t necessarily agree with all the decisions you make in that respect, we promised that you could use your powers once you turned sixteen. And we will keep that promise, unless we think you’re endangering yourself or others. We just want you to think about how you’re using your gifts and understand that there can be serious consequences to your actions.”

“I got it. Restraint good, magic spree bad,” I said.

“We’re serious about this, Brooklyn,” Dad warned.

“So am I. Really. I get what you’re saying and I promise I’ll be more careful with my spells in the future.”

Luckily, being more careful didn’t mean I had to quit entirely. I could be careful while still having fun, for sure.
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Walking into school the next day wasn’t as much of a shell shock as it had been the day before. I was even getting used to the way people looked at me. It was easier to tune out the whispers and pointing now. Even the little voice in my head that used to tell me that everyone was saying negative things behind my back began to get quieter.

It wasn’t like I was popular yet by any means, but at least I existed, which was a huge step up from the previous week. People knew my name now, and guys made flirtatious comments as I walked by. The attention I was getting just reinforced to me that my magical makeover had been a good thing—despite the lecture I’d received stating the opposite the night before. I could ease up on the magic for a while, now that I’d gotten what I wanted.

Well, kind of.

As I walked up to my locker, I saw that I already had a visitor. The first thing I noticed was the dark hair that swooped into a point at the top of his head; I didn’t even have to see his face to know it was Asher. Despite our last interaction, my heart began to race as I got closer to him.

“Hey,” I said, trying not to fumble as I worked my locker combination.

“Hey,” Asher responded. I didn’t dare look at him, for fear that he’d see how nervous he made me. I could feel his eyes on me anyway. “So, what was that yesterday?”

“What was what?” I asked, even though I knew what he was talking about.

“You sort of took off fast.”

“Oh, yeah, well, it was sort of a weird day for me,” I said, not wanting him to know that I’d been hurt by his response to my new look.

“Oh. Okay,” he said, oblivious to what was really going on in my head. Then, as if it had just dawned on him, he added, “You changed your hair.”

“It’s a little blonder, I guess,” I said, still shocked that he’d noticed me enough before to know that I looked different now. Excitement bubbled up in my chest as I thought about what this might mean.

We both stared at each other for a second and then looked away. This time Asher chuckled and I looked down at the ground.

“You look good,” he finally said.

My cheeks burned with heat as I let the compliment wash over me.

“Thanks,” I said shyly.

I closed my locker door but wasn’t ready for our conversation to end just yet. I began to walk away, and then slowed as I waited for him to catch up with me. Without my having to ask, he joined me and we walked side by side a few steps before starting to talk again.

“So—and please don’t take this the wrong way—what’s with the new look, anyway?”

I looked down at myself, even though I was well aware of what I would see. Slender legs that were a little longer than before, tucked into jeans that made my butt look rounder—but in a good way. And when he looked at my face, which I could tell he was doing now as we walked, he’d see my kissable lips, perfect skin, and beautiful green eyes. We’d already talked about the hair, so he’d obviously noticed the changes there, too.

“I wanted to see if blondes really do have more fun.”

“And do they?”

“Jury’s still out. I’ll have to let you know in a few days,” I said with a mischievous smile. As I said it, I wondered if I’d accidentally changed part of my personality when I’d done the other spells. I’d never been this bold with a guy before, let alone with someone I had an enormous crush on. But there I was, flirting with Asher. My biggest crush. A guy who was both mysterious and bold, classically good-looking but one of a kind. He had a motorcycle, but he wasn’t a bad boy. He was perfect.

“So, there was no breakup?” he asked.

“Breakup? Why would you think that?”

“Well, girls tend to perform extreme makeovers on two occasions: when they’re going through a bad breakup or if they’re hiding from the law,” he said seriously. “Now, you don’t look like a girl who committed a crime in the past few months, so the only logical thing left is a breakup.”

I laughed and shook my head. “Neither. You really need to work on your theories of women,” I said. “Though, I will admit the breakup thing tends to be right. Where did you learn that little secret?”

“I have a younger sister, Abby. If I’m nice to her, she tells me things.”

“Ahhh, gotcha,” I said, trying to place the name of his sister with a face. But no one came to mind. About 2,500 kids went to our school, though, so it was possible not to know everyone that walked the halls. “No breakup, just a birthday. Sweet sixteen. And it was time to try something . . . different.”

“Well, you look great—not that you didn’t before,” he said, stammering. “Anyways, I’ve got to go. I’m meeting Mr. Jacobsen before class to talk about a project. Talk to you later?”

“Sure. Yeah. That would be fun.”

He gave me that lazy smile of his before heading off ahead of me.

Yep. The magic was totally worth it.
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The bell had just rung, signaling that it was lunchtime, and I headed off on my usual walk down to Ms. Zia’s. I was slightly nervous about seeing her after the uncomfortable conversation we’d had the day before, but I figured I’d mumble an apology, she’d probably do the same, and then we’d go back to our regularly scheduled friendship. As long as we didn’t get on the subject of my new look or The Elite, I was thinking we’d be safe.

I was running through the apology in my head when all of a sudden something clamped down on my left arm. I turned my head to see what it was, but then the same thing happened to my other arm. I was quickly turned around and dragged against my will in the opposite direction.

“Hey! What are you doing!” I screeched.

“Come with us, please,” a familiar girl’s voice said to my right.

“And stop making that noise,” a guy added to my left. “You’re going to make my ears bleed.”

I did what he said, and then looked up to see Eliza on one arm and Wheatley on the other.

“Where, uh, exactly are we going?” I asked, still bewildered by the whole situation.

“The caf, duh,” Eliza answered.

“Why?”

“Because it’s lunch,” Wheatley answered, looking at me like I was even dimmer than people assumed he was.

“I just meant . . . why am I going? With you guys?” I asked as the two weaved us in and out of the crowd and navigated us toward the double doors ahead.

“We want to talk,” Eliza answered. “Get to know you better. You know, what you like, what you do outside of school. We want to know absolutely everything about you.”

“Yay,” I said, trying to fake enthusiasm. Inside, I was panicking at the thought of being given the third degree. There were so many questions they could ask that I didn’t have answers for. Well, I had the answers, I just couldn’t tell them.

“And maybe once you get a little more comfortable around us, you’ll tell me who did your work. I promise I won’t tell.”

I didn’t even bother arguing with her this time, because it obviously hadn’t worked the first time. Eliza was just going to have to believe what she believed for the time being, because I had way bigger things to worry about.

Like the fact that I was on my way to meet with The Elite. Again.

Once we were inside the hustle and bustle of the lunchroom, the two ushered me over to the raised table at the back of the cafeteria. I ascended the stairs and took a moment to consider what was happening. Less than a week ago, I’d been staring at this place from afar, and now I was about to experience it for myself. And I’d been invited up there. By The Elite themselves.

It was all I could do to keep from passing out as I climbed my way to the top. When I finally arrived, Gigi, Camden, and Rhodes sat in a row like a panel of American Idol judges. And I was sure that, just like on the show, I was already being judged.

“Brooklyn! So glad you could make it,” Gigi said, her hands folded on the table in front of her. I must have made a funny face at this because she added, “Why do you look surprised?”

“It’s just—I still can’t believe you know my name,” I said. It was out of my mouth before I could stop it.

Gigi looked at Camden and then laughed. “We know everyone who goes to our school,” she said. It wasn’t lost on me that she’d deemed it “their school,” even though everyone knew it was true. I also found it interesting that she was claiming to know me, though she’d had no clue who I was the day before. Guess The Elite knew everyone at school who they deemed worthy of knowing.

She patted the space across from her and smiled her thousand-watt grin. “Now come. Sit.”

Wheatley and Eliza joined the rest of their crew, leaving a spot open for me in the middle. I looked around the room for hidden cameras and saw that everyone in the caf was staring at me, appearing to be just as surprised as I was that I was up there. Turning back around, I did what Gigi suggested and sat down.

“Kara,” Gigi called out without taking her eyes off me.

One of The Elite’s underlings scurried over from the nearest table and stood down below where we were sitting. She was a junior like me and was always just on the outskirts of the popular kids. She was willing to do anything to get into the inner circle, and that seemed to extend mostly to doing their crap work and receiving nothing in return. It was hard to watch someone be so openly used like that, but in the end, she’d chosen to put herself in that position. And if she was okay being a slave to The Elite, who was I to judge?

“Yes, Gigi?” she asked hopefully.

“Brooklyn here needs a drink,” Gigi answered. Now to me, she added, “What do you want?”

No way was I uttering the words “Monkey Business” among this crowd, so I looked around for a good alternative. Both Gigi and Eliza were drinking Diet Coke, so I figured I’d join them, even though I wasn’t a fan of diet drinks.

“I can get it,” I offered, starting to stand.

“Don’t be silly,” Gigi said, motioning for me to sit. “Kara would be happy to get you something. Right, Kara?”

“Of course!” she said brightly. But when I glanced her way, there was just the tiniest hint of jealousy in her eyes.

“Um, okay,” I said unsurely. “I guess a Diet Coke would be nice. Thanks, Kara.”

“No problem,” she said, and bounded off toward the lunch line.

Once Kara was gone, the attention again turned to me. Growing increasingly uncomfortable under their stares, I began to look around at the view instead.

“Wow. Everything looks so different from up here,” I said, trying my best to make small talk.

“It’s easier for people to see us this way,” Eliza cut in, nodding.

“And for us to see them,” Camden added.

“Totally.” I nodded.

I could tell that Gigi and the others were still watching me, even though I wasn’t looking at any of them directly.

“Which is why we’re wondering why we never saw you around here before yesterday,” Gigi said slowly. I scrambled to try and find an answer that would satisfy them, but she cut me off before I could say anything. “We know you had some sort of makeover, but why now? Why so obvious?”

“What’s your angle?” Camden asked bluntly.

I swallowed the bile that was quickly rising in my throat. This was all too much for my brain to handle. It was one thing to have The Elite notice me; it was another completely to be interrogated by them.

“It was my birthday and I was tired of blending in,” I said honestly. If they didn’t like my answers, then at least I’d crash and burn on my own terms. “I guess it was just time for a change.” The words came out a lot more confident than I felt.

“I see,” Gigi said, looking at me thoughtfully. “You know, a lot of people don’t like change. It throws the balance of things off. Makes people nervous.”

I nodded. I was having a hard time catching my breath at the moment.

“But sometimes change can be good,” Eliza added. “It can shake things up.”

Kara ran up then and handed me an icy Diet Coke. I told her thank you and Gigi nodded at her to let her know she was dismissed. The girl walked back to her table and sat down, where she’d be ready if The Elite needed her again.

“Are you trying to shake things up, Brooklyn?” Gigi asked.

“Maybe,” I said, watching their reactions to my confession. Eliza grinned wickedly, but Gigi and Camden remained unresponsive. I was terrified of saying the wrong thing, but at the same time, I felt like I really had nothing to lose here. “You never know what new blood can do for a group.”

“And what would you be able to do for, say, The Elite?” Rhodes asked nonchalantly, like he was asking what I thought of the weather instead of something that could potentially change the course of my high school experience.

“Well . . .” I started, my mind suddenly going blank. I stalled as I waited for it to get up and running again, while surveying the scene in front of us. Most of the students who’d stopped to watch my ascension to the table earlier had gone back to their lunches and the conversations they’d been having with their friends. There were, however, a select few still eyeing us suspiciously, trying hard to figure out what the heck was going on.

To be honest, I was wondering that myself.

“Uh . . . Well, I have many, er, talents that I could bring to The Elite if given the chance,” I said, hoping they’d buy my vague answer in lieu of something more precise.

No such luck.

“Like?” Rhodes asked.

“Like, I’m kind of . . . stealthy?” I said finally, seeing the argument building up in my head. “I’ve been at this school for a few years now, and I was able to get around without anyone noticing me until I wanted them to.”

This was only partly a fib, since I had gone unnoticed for quite some time around this school. So what if the part about me wanting to go unnoticed was untrue? What did my favorite PR idols say? It was all about the spin.

“That’s true,” Eliza chimed in. “I had no idea Brookie existed until she got her boob job. And then she was like, bam, all up in our faces.”

“I didn’t get—”

Gigi shook her head at me from across the table, as if telling me to let it go.

“So you can blend in. How else can you be useful to us?” Camden continued.

My head was spinning as I tried to make sense of what was happening. “I’m pretty smart—well, not Rhodes smart, but I’ve never gotten below a B in any of my classes.”

This didn’t seem to impress them much, considering Gigi was an A student and Camden ran the student body. And Rhodes—well, he was in a league of his own. No way was I going to bring the intelligence factor to this group. I tried to think of something I could do that the others weren’t already contributing in their own ways.

There was the obvious, of course, but how was I supposed to express that without outing myself in the process? Yet magic was my biggest asset. I had to give it a shot.

“I have the uncanny ability to make things happen,” I said desperately.

“What do you mean?” Gigi asked curiously.

“I mean, give me a task and it will get done. It doesn’t matter what it is, I will succeed. That, I can promise,” I said. “I’m the person you call when you’ve tried everything else.”

The five of them looked around at each other wordlessly, as if communicating telepathically. I waited silently, willing them to say something, to give me an idea whether they were buying my story or not.

Finally, Gigi nodded. “Okay. We’re going to give you a chance to prove that what you say is true.”

“Now, we’re not promising anything,” Camden said, leaning back in his seat, like he was posing for a catalog. I could practically hear people taking pictures on their camera phones as he did it. “But if we’re impressed, we may just keep you around.”

My mouth dropped open. Unless I was reading into things, The Elite were giving me the chance to possibly join their group.

“What do you need me to do?” I asked when I’d regained my composure.

“Nothing big,” Gigi said, inspecting her nails critically. “I’m sure we can find a few ways to determine your loyalty, drive, and desire.”

“Okay,” I said, wondering if they weren’t being a bit melodramatic. But given their reputation, I knew they weren’t joking. They meant just what they said.

“And if you stick around, it will be like you’ve won the lottery,” she said, gesturing around the room.

“You’ll be existing among future politicians,” Camden said.

“Nobel Prize winners,” Rhodes said.

“Hollywood’s next big stars,” Eliza delivered dramatically.

“This awesome guy,” Wheatley said, pointing at himself between bites of his burger.

“And high-powered attorneys,” Gigi said evenly. “If you have what it takes and stick with us, Brooklyn, your life will change. I can guarantee it.”

I nodded to let them know that I understood what they were offering me and then waited for them to tell me what they wanted me to do next.

“Well . . .”

“What devious plans are you little Gremlins plotting today?” a voice boomed up to us from the floor, interrupting our discussion. “Getting out of your school-ordered community service because you might get your hands dirty? Intimidating others into thinking you’re special? Convincing your mommies and daddies to pay your way out of the problems you create? I can’t wait for the day you all mess up and I get to lock you up and throw away the key.”

“And you wonder why people think school’s a prison,” Wheatley said, not even bothering to turn around to look at our principal. I did, however, and was shocked to see him flanked by two security guards, both with their hands on their walkie-talkies as if they might need to use them at any moment. My heart started to race as I wondered what was about to happen and what we’d done to make the principal think he needed police assistance.

“I don’t know what you’ve been hearing about us, Frankie, but we’re just sitting here eating lunch,” said Eliza innocently. “By the way, did you get the tickets that Daddy sent you last week?”

He sneered at her. “It’s Principal Franklin, Miss Rivers,” he said snidely. “And I’m not a fan of basketball.”

“But they were floor seats!” Eliza said, her good-girl act dropping for a second. “I mean . . . well, Daddy has tickets to practically every team in LA, so if you let me know what sports you do like . . .”

“That won’t be necessary, Miss Rivers.”

“You seem stressed, Principal Franklin,” Gigi cooed. “Is something wrong?”

“Besides having to deal with you kids?”

“Well, I’ll be sure to bring up the topic of stress levels on campus in our next student government meeting,” Camden said. “Stress can be damaging to your health. And we wouldn’t want anything to happen to you, now, would we?”

“No.”

“Uh-uh.”

“Your health is so important to us.”

I sat there, completely silent, just listening to the exchange. I’d never actually interacted with Principal Franklin before, so hearing the way he was talking to The Elite was a bit of a shock. Weren’t adults supposed to be nice to kids? Or at the very least lead by example? Principal Franklin was just being . . . nasty.

Not that my new friends were being entirely respectful either, but what did he expect after everything he was saying? I was completely dumbfounded by the whole situation and sat there praying I wouldn’t be dragged into it.

Too late.

“New minion?” he asked, nodding at me. “How’d you pull her into your web of evil?” I was too shocked by what he was saying to respond, so I just stared at him instead. I’d never had any interaction with the guy before, so why was he picking on me?

“Of course. You’ve found one that’s to be seen and not heard,” he continued, sighing.

“She speaks,” Wheatley said out of nowhere. “Maybe she just doesn’t want to talk to you.”

The principal flinched. I looked back and forth between the two, still unable to make my lips move.

“You’re skating on thin ice, Mr. Thomas,” Principal Franklin warned. When Wheatley didn’t respond again, the principal attempted to intimidate us with a glare and then harrumphed and stormed off.

“What a tool,” Camden said when he was out of earshot.

“Are we even sure he finished college? What person in his right mind would allow him to work with kids?” Rhodes asked.

“What was with the backup?” I asked, still thoroughly confused by the whole thing.

Eliza waved this off. “They go everywhere with him,” she said. “He thinks he’s the president and needs Secret Service with him at all times.”

“Either that or he’s scared of what Wheatley will do if he gets mad,” Camden said, snickering.

Wheatley just snorted in response.

“Now that that’s over, I think there’s something you can do for us,” Gigi said, looking at me with one of her eyebrows raised. I waited for her to continue. “How do you feel about TP’ing Principal Franklin’s house?”

I nearly laughed at the request. “You want me to toilet paper the principal’s house?” I asked, incredulously. When they nodded at me seriously, I realized they weren’t joking. I didn’t think people still did stuff like that . . . after the age of twelve, at least. “You want me to TP the principal’s house,” I repeated, this time matter-of-fact.

“Yep. You can show us that you’re serious about all of this and get back at Principal Franklin at the same time. It’s a win-win.”

Except for Principal Franklin, of course.

I bit my lower lip and thought about what they were asking me to do. I know I’d said that I could do any task they threw my way, but I hadn’t counted on it being so . . . vengeful. And potentially dangerous. And now that I’d seen how vindictive and horrible Principal Franklin could be, I didn’t want to do anything to make him my enemy. In this case, having a target on my back was a whole lot worse than being invisible.

“He’s just so unfair and treats all the students like they’re slugs on the bottom of his shoe,” Gigi continued, sensing my hesitation. “It’s time he saw that there are consequences to his actions.”

That’s what I was worried about.

But in a way, she was right. Principal Franklin had been awful, and everybody TP’d a house at one point or another, right? I mean, I never had, but there was a first time for everything. And besides, toilet paper eventually disintegrated, which meant it was sort of a crimeless crime.

And if I didn’t accept the challenge, I knew that would be the end of my chance to become one of The Elite. And that wasn’t an option. It was the whole reason I’d done the makeover. I’d come this far, there was no going back now. And if I was being honest, I didn’t even want to.

“I’ll do it,” I said.
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After I agreed to the terms and conditions The Elite had laid out for me, they let me in on a few other useful bits of information that made it clear that passing their challenge was going to be more difficult than I’d originally anticipated. The first being that Principal Franklin’s house was on a rather busy street in town, and it was going to be difficult to pull things off without someone seeing me do it.

And The Elite had made it clear that if I was caught, they didn’t know me. Meaning I would be on my own in the blame department.

On top of that, the house itself was supposed to be somewhat of a fortress. Separated from the street by an electric gate that you could only get through via a pass code, Principal Franklin’s place also had motion detectors located strategically around the grounds. With heavy gear like that, he was either hiding top-secret experiments inside or was extremely paranoid about trespassers.

Considering what I was planning, maybe he wasn’t so paranoid after all.

We’d decided that I should do the job right away—as in, that night. Without the Elite having to say so, I could tell it was to let Principal Franklin know that the toilet paper was payback for his little witch hunt earlier. No time to waste, as they say. So the plan was that I would head to the store after school and pick up no less than twenty-four rolls of toilet paper plus whatever else I needed to get the job done. Then, around 8 p.m., Gigi and the others would meet at the Burger Barn, where they’d stay until I joined them after I was finished. This would ensure that they had a public alibi in the event that Principal Franklin accused them of the TP’ing (and they insisted that he would). They all figured that no one would suspect me, still being relatively unknown and all, so it wouldn’t matter if I hadn’t been there with them the whole time. When people thought back to that night, they’d either assume I was there the whole time or not have noticed that I was missing.

After I bought the supplies, I was to sneak over to the principal’s house around 9 p.m. and wait for him to go to bed before sneaking inside the grounds and making it rain with tissue. When I was done, I had to take pictures of my work as proof that I’d carried out the plan and then rendezvous with the others as soon as I could.

When The Elite asked me if I had any ideas on how I was going to pull it off, I just answered mysteriously that they’d have to wait and see. The truth was, I had no idea how I was going to do it, but I knew that magic would be involved. This was both good and bad in my mind.

After my big makeover, I’d planned on cooling it with the magic for a while, if just to appease my parents, but then The Elite noticed me. And, well, I felt like the only way I could do what they wanted me to, and not get caught, was to get a little help from the universe. Besides, the magic I was planning to do wasn’t all that elaborate anyway. Just a flip of my hand here and a little spell there—I’d be in and out within ten minutes, tops.

The more I thought about it, the more I realized that this kind of situation really was the best use of my magic. I’d never done anything like this before, and given my propensity for falling all over myself, I knew if I had to do it on my own, I’d mess it up somehow. By using magic I could cut my chances of getting caught in half. And getting caught wasn’t an option. Nope, I definitely had to use magic.

After making a quick stop at the store on my way home, I headed up to my room to consult the witchboards. Once I found the spells I needed to pull it off, I got to work on all the other details.

Since the assignment called for serious stealth, I knew I had to find an appropriate outfit to match the occasion. Something black, of course, because I didn’t want to stand out. But it couldn’t be anything that would tip people off, either. I didn’t want anyone thinking I was coming to rob them and then call the cops before I’d even done anything.

I pulled on some black leggings, since those were practically a staple at school, and then paired them with a bright pink tank. Over that I threw on a loosely fitting, dark gray sweatshirt to hide my body shape in case I was spotted. Lastly, I stuffed my blond hair into an old baseball cap of my dad’s, giving plenty of coverage to my facial features.

Stepping in front of my full-length mirror, I surveyed my work. Unidentifiable yet still fashionable. Perfect couture for any girl looking to make a quick getaway.

I checked how I was doing on time.

Six thirty p.m.

Now all I had to do was wait.
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My car was parked about a block away, and for the last half hour I’d been scoping out Principal Franklin’s house from behind the bushes across the street. Thank God, The Elite had let me go on my own, because creeping in the bushes wasn’t exactly chic.

It was only nine thirty, but the lights inside the house had been off for about forty minutes with no movement as far as I could tell. Since I couldn’t sneak around to the back without setting off any lights, I had to guess that the principal was already in bed, hopefully passed out to the world.

The traffic had died down a bit in the area, and cars seemed to be rushing by only every five minutes or so, which meant that I had a bigger window of opportunity to unleash the TP. There was always the chance that I would be seen, and in that case, I needed to be ready to run for it. Luckily, as a last-minute thought, I’d changed into sneakers to make things easier. Women were always running around in heels in action movies, and I never understood that. Sure, fashion was important, but if I had to run in heels, I was definitely going to end up on the ground.

Shifting my balance from one foot to the other, I knew it was time. I needed to get this done as quickly as possible so I could get back to the others at the Burger Barn and still be home at a reasonable hour.

It was now or never.

Focusing on the street lamp closest to me, I concentrated on slowing my breath until I was completely calm and clear. When I felt I was ready, I whispered, “Electro-reducto!” Immediately I felt the now familiar buzzing in my toes and fingers and knew that the power I was creating was expanding out into the street. Within seconds the lights all around me dimmed until nearly the whole block was black.

Confident that I was now covered in a blanket of darkness, I emerged from my hiding spot and lugged my duffel bag full of toilet paper across the street until I was directly in front of the principal’s house. I stayed low to the ground and watched for any sign that someone was awake inside. But the night was silent. I peered through the dark to try and find the motion detectors set up on the grounds. Once I spotted them, I performed the same dimming spell as before and knew that if the sensors were set off, they wouldn’t cast a glow on me or anything else.

It was time.

I stepped up to the gate and placed the bag on the ground at my feet. Unzipping it carefully, I leaned down to grab a few rolls. I was still ten feet away from the closest tree, but no way was I going to go inside the gate and get caught. At least out here, I still had a chance of getting away if I needed to. Luckily, I had magic on my side and a plan that would allow me to cover the whole area right from where I stood.

And then there was the time factor. The longer I stayed there, the greater my chance of getting caught—and if that happened, everything would be over. This was the part that had taken me the longest to figure out: how to get twenty-four rolls of paper to cover a yard before anyone caught me. After visiting more than a few message boards, I’d figured it out. And it was quite genius if you asked me.

“Here we go,” I said to myself.

I hugged the rolls as tightly as I could and closed my eyes. Concentrating on the energy that I could already feel building inside me, I pictured what was about to happen and then said the magic words.

“Pyronicus mizzle!”

Once the words were out of my mouth, I knew I was holding on to ticking time bombs. Literally. Without hesitating, I took the first roll and tossed it as hard as I could toward the house. Seconds passed.

One.

Two.

Three—

There was a cracking sound as the roll exploded, and then I watched as strands of toilet paper fell down in streams, landing on everything below.

“Cool.”

After that, I grabbed roll after roll and tossed it into the darkness, no longer bothering to wait for it to detonate before throwing the next one. It was like watching fireworks on the Fourth of July, and I had to fight against stopping to watch the show I was creating. Within minutes, every inch of the property was covered in white, and I questioned whether I really needed to use the full twenty-four rolls. But that was the number The Elite had given me and I wasn’t about to fail on a technicality.

I had to admit, the whole thing was actually sort of fun, and I began to wonder if I could use the same spell to accomplish more productive things. Like decorating the Christmas tree or watering the lawn with exploding water balloons. I was so caught up in what I was doing, in fact, that I didn’t even notice I’d gone through my whole supply until I reached in and my hand hit canvas. Slightly disappointed that the fun was over so soon, I looked at my watch.

Nine forty-five p.m.

I’d only been at it for a little over five minutes and I was already finished. I took a step back and looked at the scene in front of me. It was a wonderland of white. The house looked like a monstrous igloo and the trees like little ghosts swaying in the night. It was better than I could have imagined.

“Whoa,” I said, admiring my work. I took out my phone and snapped a few quick pics before slipping it back into my pocket. “Now, for the final spell.”

Even though I’d tried to tell myself that pulling the prank on Principal Franklin wouldn’t really do much damage since the toilet paper would eventually disintegrate anyway, I still sort of felt guilty over the whole situation. So, to balance things out, I decided to do a spell to speed the clean-up process. My hope was that Principal Franklin would wake up the next day with a yard full of white, but that by that weekend, it would all have magically disappeared. That way, The Elite got their revenge and Franklin wouldn’t have to spend the rest of the year picking chunks of TP out of his bushes.

I was just about to say the words to the spell when I heard a sound nearby that made my head jerk away from what I was doing. I’d been so focused on the task at hand that I’d forgotten I was also supposed to be concentrating on not getting caught.

I strained my eyes through the dark and looked for anything that might seem out of place. But nothing stood out. Everything was as it had been before. No one was there.

Taking a few more deep breaths to calm my nerves before continuing, I reminded myself that I only had one more thing to do before I could leave and meet the others. I centered myself and prepared to do the last of the spells.

“Velocimous alacrity periomo.”

The toilet paper took on the slightest hint of a glow before returning to its natural color. And just like that, everything was done. It was time to flee the scene.

Rushing back across the street, I swung by the bushes I’d been hiding in before, to pick up my purse and stakeout snacks. After making sure I wasn’t leaving behind any evidence that could be tied back to me, I began to walk down the street in the direction of my waiting car.

As I neared the corner, I looked back at the street behind me.

“Electro-lumino!” I let the power flow through me to illuminate the lamps that I’d dimmed before. With the street-lights back on in the neighborhood, I could easily see Principal Franklin’s house and all the damage I’d done. I couldn’t help but be filled with a sense of pride and accomplishment. Not because I’d TP’d the principal’s house but because of how much my life had changed. Less than a week ago, my only knowledge of magic was what I’d read on message boards, and now I was pulling off multiple spells in one night. I was so happy, I couldn’t stop grinning. I had a feeling that the principal’s reaction would be of an entirely different variety.

By the time I got back to my car and made it over to the Burger Barn, the adrenaline from earlier had worn off and all I could think about was passing out. I wondered if my sudden exhaustion wasn’t also a side effect of using so much magic. My parents had warned me that first night that coming into my powers would drain me, but they hadn’t said whether magical energy also depleted physical energy. It was a question I filed away for later.

Right now, I just wanted to give The Elite the proof they’d asked for, scarf down a burger and fries, and then crash.

I pulled into the parking lot and took a space that was far away from the entrance, so people would be less likely to see me from the windows when I arrived. I pulled off my sweatshirt and tossed it into the backseat, took off my cap to let my hair flow free, and dabbed on a bit of lip gloss to touch up my look. I had a few smudges of dirt on my hands and face but managed to get rid of them with a swipe of a leftover piece of toilet paper that had been ripped off one of the rolls.

When I was ready, I skipped over to the entrance and slipped inside without anyone seeing me, and then headed over to the booth where the others were sitting.

“Hey!” I said, sneaking up behind them.

“Brooklyn!” Camden said, unable to hide his surprise. I smiled and sat down as they scooted over to make room for me.

“Shouldn’t you be over there now?” Gigi asked, confused.

“I’m done.”

Rhodes looked at his cell. “But it’s just after ten.”

“Yep.”

“Did something happen?” Gigi asked, frowning.

“Nope. Everything went fine,” I said cheerily.

“Wait, you’re finished?” Eliza asked, shocked.

“No way you covered that place by yourself in less than an hour,” Wheatley said, shoving fries into his mouth.

“Um, I have pictures. Want to see?” I asked, taking out my phone. When I’d pulled the pictures up, I handed it over to Gigi, who looked at them, her jaw dropping a bit, before passing it around the table.

“Did you have help?” Camden asked.

“I assumed you guys wanted me to do this on my own,” I said.

“This place is trashed!” Rhodes exclaimed when it got around to him. “Dude, Frankie’s going to be supremely pissed off when he wakes up tomorrow morning.”

“I can’t wait to see the look on his face!” Eliza bounced up and down in her seat. “This is awesome, Brookie!”

“How did you do it?” Gigi asked, regaining her composure.

“I told you,” I said, shrugging. “I have a way of making things happen.”

I was expecting her to push back, to demand to know my secrets, but after a few seconds of mulling this over, Gigi nodded. “Good job,” she said, sharing a look with the others before turning back to me. “One down, more to go.”
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“Ms. Z.!” I called out as I saw her walking down the hallway. Ever since that night at Principal Franklin’s, I’d been seeing more and more of The Elite at school. There were impromptu conversations in the hallway and short talks with Eliza during the class we shared, and I was even invited to sit with them at lunch a few days that week. I wasn’t a part of their group just yet, but after a week, things were progressing better than I’d expected.

But that meant that my regular schedule had sort of taken a backseat to my new mission. And the few times I’d stopped by Ms. Z.’s office, she’d been in with another student or her door was closed. There was so much I wanted to catch her up on, but I was finding myself busier than I’d ever been before.

That’s why, when I caught a glimpse of her in the hallway, I called out to her without hesitating. Ms. Zia turned around at the sound of her name and saw me running toward her, a smile growing across her face. “Brooklyn! Where have you been? I feel like you haven’t come by in ages,” she said, placing her hands on her hips.

“Omigosh, I have so much to tell you. You won’t believe what my life has been like lately,” I said. I glanced around us, noticing for the first time that people were staring and most likely listening to our whole conversation. It had been this way ever since The Elite had deigned to notice me. Suddenly people cared about what I thought. They analyzed my every move and had even begun to copy my style. The day before, I’d worn a sort of sash around my neck, and the next day I saw at least three other girls at school doing the same thing.

It was so bizarre. And totally awesome.

I gestured for Ms. Z. to walk with me. “So, what’s up?” she asked, mirroring my excitement.

“I can’t really get into it here,” I said, suddenly paranoid that everyone was listening to us. “But do you want to have lunch soon? Maybe Thursday or something?”

“Of course. You know I’m always up for lunch,” Ms. Z. answered. She gave me a sidelong glance. “But can you give me a hint?”

I smiled. I could always tell when the counselor in her was coming out. She got this look on her face and her voice became lower. It was nice to know that even though we might argue, she still cared about what happened to me. Just like sisters.

“Let’s just say that I’m no longer invisible,” I said, pulling her away from the crowded part of the hallway and giving her a little spin before striking a pose. Then I leaned in to whisper to her. “I’ve sort of been hanging out with The Elite.”

When I pulled back, I could see the shock registered on her face.

“Oh, wow. Really?” she asked.

“Yep!” I said, wanting to squeal but holding it in.

“How do you feel about that?”

It was such a therapist thing to ask, but I was in too good a mood to care. “Are you kidding? I feel incredible about it. All I ever wanted was to feel like I fit in here, and now the most popular kids in school want to hang out with me. Me. The person no one knew existed a month ago.”

“Exactly,” Ms. Zia said, crossing her arms. “Are you sure you want to be friends with people who only noticed you after you had this big makeover? Wouldn’t you rather they like you for you? The real you?”

“This is the real me!” I said, trying not to let what she was saying get to me. She was always fighting with me on the subject of popularity, and for once I wished she’d let it go. “Just with a little better packaging.”

“Oh, Brooklyn,” she said, shaking her head. “Your packaging was fine before.”

“I know,” I agreed, not looking to get into another argument. “But this is a huge opportunity for me. I mean, if I’m going to own my own PR firm one day, I need to know what it takes to be one of them. One of the ones everyone wants to know about.”

“PR people shape the way people look at that world—they don’t live in it,” Ms. Zia reminded, but quickly moved on. It seemed like she didn’t want to fight anymore either. “I just want you to know that you don’t have to change for anyone. You’re a pretty cool girl all by yourself.”

“Awww, it’s like we’re in an after-school special,” I said jokingly.

She snorted. “Please. If this were an after-school special, you’d be pregnant and I’d be trying to adopt your baby,” she said. “This, my dear friend, is lightweight stuff.”

“Okay, so lunch, then? Thursday?” I asked.

“You know where to find me,” she said as she turned and walked away.

I couldn’t stop grinning as I continued on to my next class. Things were still okay between me and Ms. Zia, and even though I thought she worried a little too much, I really did think she was happy for me.

Life with The Elite was better than I ever could’ve imagined, too. It was taking time for them to warm up to me, but eventually I’d win them over. Most of them, anyway. Wheatley had started to let me see his softer side instead of always scowling at me. Not that we were besties or anything, but I wasn’t as scared to be around him anymore. Camden was critical but fair and after I’d done such a kick-butt job at Principal Franklin’s house, he’d started treating me less like an outsider. Rhodes was always surprising me with his ability to pull facts out of thin air, and we’d started playing a game where every time I saw him, I’d ask him another obscure trivia question to see if he could answer it—which, of course, he could. Eliza still insisted I’d had plastic surgery, but she didn’t seem to be mad anymore that I wouldn’t divulge my doctor’s name.

And Gigi . . . well, Gigi was a little more difficult to read. Her moods were guarded, and though she was always nice to me, I couldn’t help but feel like there was still some resistance to my being around. Not that she said anything outright. It was more of a subtle hint in her voice. Like there was always a hidden “but” at the end of her sentences. “I’m so glad you’re here (but we’ll just have to see how long it lasts).” Or “I absolutely adore that dress on you (but it would look better on me).” I figured it was just going to take a little longer to get her to trust me, but I was definitely up for the challenge.

And so far, so good.

Yep, right now, life was pretty amazing. And that’s why I couldn’t help but smile as I walked down the hallway. Even when I was suddenly pushed into the girls’ bathroom and the door slammed behind me, my mind didn’t automatically go to worst-case scenarios. Especially when I saw who’d pushed me in there in the first place.

“Asher!” I said, thinking that my day just kept getting better. “What’s up?”

“I need to talk to you,” he said seriously.

“Well, okay. But you realize we’re in the girls’ bathroom, right?” I asked, looking around at the pink walls.

“Abby’s watching the door,” he answered.

I blinked. It was weird that he would corner me in the girls’ bathroom and then get his little sister to keep watch. What kind of rendezvous was this?

“Okay,” I said slowly. My mind began to wander as I thought of all the things he could possibly be bringing me in here to talk about. I hoped one of them involved him confessing his undying love for me. Then again, we were currently standing around a bunch of toilets—which wasn’t how I wanted to remember the moment that our love affair began. On the other hand, pushing me into a bathroom because he just had to be alone with me? I had to admit, it was sort of hot.

“I saw you the other night,” he said, ripping my daydream in half. “At Principal Franklin’s.”

That, I hadn’t been prepared for. My mouth went dry and my palms started to sweat. How was that even possible? I’d been so careful and hadn’t noticed anything odd, except . . . except for the noise I’d heard toward the end of the night. Crap. It’d been him. Hiding in the dark, spying on me.

Oh God, what was I going to do?

“Listen, Asher, you can’t tell anyone about this. No one,” I said, pleading with him. “Seriously, it could ruin my life.”

“I know,” he said, starting to pace a little in front of me.

I couldn’t believe this was happening. My own crush was about to destroy me. My eyes started to well up. I’d only managed to be semipopular for a little over a week and it was already over. I desperately wanted it not to be over.

“I promise, it’s not what you think,” I said, trying another tactic. “I found this exploding toilet paper online and I just wanted to try it out—”

“You’re a witch,” he said.

I almost had a meltdown as he said it. I’d never heard anyone outside of my family call me that before and certainly not so accusingly. He looked wary as he paced in front of me, absently running his hands through his dark hair. At this moment, I really wished I had the ability to read other people’s thoughts. It would have come in handy for what was about to happen next.

“A witch?” I asked, trying to sound like it was the craziest thing I’d ever heard, but I probably just came off as crazy. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Witches don’t exist, Asher.”

“Yes they do. And after watching you that night, I know for certain that’s what you are,” he said, walking toward me and grabbing ahold of both my shoulders firmly.

“Asher, I . . .” I didn’t know how to finish the sentence, because what was I supposed to say? “You’re right”? “I am what you say I am”? And then what? If what my parents said was true, danger would surely follow.

They were going to be so mad at me.

“Just stop,” he said, his voice quieter now.

His face was inches away from mine and he was still holding me by the shoulders. If I had my way, this would be the part in the movie where he would pull me to him and kiss me passionately before telling me ours was a forbidden love because I was a witch and he was a witch-hunter . . . or something like that. God, I hoped he wasn’t a witch-hunter.

Instead, he turned his face to the right, let go of one of my arms, and pointed in the direction of the bathroom stalls.

“Erushee aguaso!”

As soon as he said the words, I heard the sound of water flowing. It was different from the toilet running, though; it sounded like a gushing. I could feel Asher’s eyes on me as I walked over to the nearest stall. Not sure what I was going to see on the other side, I lightly pushed on the door and then took a step backward.

The door swung open. What I saw made my heart nearly stop. There, coming out of the toilet bowl, just like a fountain, was a gush of water that leaped straight up into the air and then back down in a steady little stream. Moving on to the next stall, I saw that that toilet also had a fountain spraying from its bowl, only this time it was split into three little sprays. As I stepped down the line, I could see that every stall held a similar scene, but each water show was slightly different.

I looked back at Asher incredulously, trying to wrap my head around what he’d just shown me.

“What . . . ?” I started to ask, but stopped. I needed to collect myself, because none of this was making sense.

“Brooklyn, the reason I know that you are a witch,” he said as he walked toward me, “is because I’m a witch too.”

Holy—

“I need to sit down.” And I did. Right there on the disgusting tile floor. I slid down the wall until my butt hit the cold ground and stared at the steady stream of water rushing up out of the toilet in front of me.

“I didn’t know you were a witch at first,” he said, coming over and sitting down beside me. “Of course I didn’t. Otherwise I would’ve told you my secret a long time ago. And it’s not like I suspected you or anything. I was actually just walking around my neighborhood that night and noticed the lights were out on the street, so I decided to check it out and that’s when I saw . . .”

“Me doing magic,” I answered for him, still a little shocked.

“Well, yeah. But I wasn’t sure you were even casting spells in the beginning, because it just looked like you were pulling a prank. So I snuck up behind you and then I heard you say the spell before you threw the toilet paper into the air. After that, I knew what you were doing,” he said, looking straight at me. “But I didn’t know how you’d react to me finding out. I mean, I thought my parents knew every witching family in the area and we’ve never heard about yours. What coven do you belong to, anyway?”

I shook my head. “I have no idea,” I said quietly. “My parents don’t really use much magic in our house. I’ve only had my powers a couple weeks, so all of this is pretty new to me.”

“You just started using magic two weeks ago?” he asked, his eyes growing big. “You’re kidding me, right? Well, this explains your sudden makeover at least.”

“Is it that bad?” I asked meekly.

“No. Of course not. It’s just . . . it makes sense that you would sort of go crazy over the magic if you recently started using it. Me, I grew up with it. Been casting since I was about four.”

“That long?” I was suddenly embarrassed. “You must think that I’m such a loser. Being a witch and only coming into my powers now.”

“You, Brooklyn, are no loser. You’re just new to it all,” he said, giving me a little smile and nudging me with his shoulder. The touch let off a spark that coursed through my body like a little electric shock.

“Thanks,” I said. Letting out a sigh, I pulled my legs up to my chin and rested my cheek on my knees. I studied Asher’s face and couldn’t help but be reminded of just how cute he was. His skin was tan, and his eyes were almond-shaped and completely magnetic. If it was appropriate to call a guy beautiful, Asher would be it.

And he was magically inclined, just like me.

“I can’t believe you’re a witch too,” I said, shaking my head.

“Yeah. Small world, huh?”

“The smallest.”

We sat there in silence for a few minutes as we both thought about what had just happened. In the course of an afternoon, my life had once again been flipped upside down. My head was spinning. Suddenly I had so many questions. Questions that I didn’t feel comfortable asking my parents but might be able to ask Asher.

“Are we the only ones?” I blurted out. “I mean, who are witches. Are there others like us here at Clearview?”

“Well, there’s my sister, of course, but other than that, not that I know of. Then again, I only just found out about you, so you never know, I suppose,” he said. “There are about a dozen other kids here in town, but they’re spread across the other public and private schools.”

“I had no idea.” There were so many other things I wanted to ask, but I knew this wasn’t the time or place for it. For one, we were holed up in the school bathroom, and two, Abby was still hanging around outside guarding the door. “So, what now?” I asked, suddenly feeling shy that he knew my deepest, darkest secret.

“Now,” he said, winking at me, “we get to have a little fun.”

I started to laugh as he pulled me to my feet. In all the excitement, I hadn’t realized how cold the bathroom was, and I shivered at his touch. The only noise was the constant flowing of the water.

“Mind doing the honors?” Asher asked, motioning toward the stalls. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the wall as if to watch. When I didn’t move, he gave me an encouraging look. “Come on. Show me what you can do!”

Scared that I would make a mistake and totally embarrass myself, I began to refuse, but then I realized magic was something that we could do together. Asher and I now had this one thing in common, and if I played my cards right, I could learn a lot while spending some QT with him at the same time.

It was genius.

“Um, okay. I’ll try,” I said, moving over to the first stall and pushing it open with my foot. “But I’ve only done a handful of spells, so don’t laugh if I mess up.”

Asher held his hands up as if in surrender. “I would never!”

Turning back to face the flowing water, I took a few seconds to center myself. This was especially difficult considering I had an audience, and a cute one at that. But I forced my eyes to focus on the water, and when I was ready I pointed at the bowl.

“Retro-undular!”

The water instantly began to taper off until nothing was coming out of the bowl. I stepped forward to peer inside and was happy to see that it had settled back to normal. A peek in the other stalls all showed the same thing.

“How was that?” I asked, turning around with a grin on my face. I hadn’t been sure it would work, but I was elated that it had.

“Impressive,” Asher said, nodding with approval. “It’s not what I would’ve done, but it was good. What was it?”

“Oh, it’s a reversal spell. Sort of like hitting the undo button on your computer,” I said. “It just reverses whatever you did.”

“Interesting. See, you’re already teaching me something.”

“Well, I’m sure there’s a lot you could teach me, too,” I said shyly.

“I think that could be arranged,” he responded, the slightest hint of flirtatiousness in his voice. I could feel my cheeks fill with heat and I tried hard to hide the evidence of my attraction by looking down at the ground. Now that the water had been turned off, there was only silence. Silence was not something I particularly liked.

Luckily, a few seconds later, the bathroom door opened and a head popped in. The girl was gorgeous: black hair, exotic-looking, olive skin, and amazing eyes. She kind of looked like . . .

“Hey, the natives are starting to get restless out here,” she said to Asher. Then she turned her head to me and said, “Hi.”

“This is my sister, Abby,” Asher explained.

“Hi,” I said, smiling.

“So. You’re a witch.”

“Yep.”

“Cool,” she said, before turning back to Asher. “We gotta go.”

“Okay,” he said, leading the way toward the door. “I’ll go out first. Why don’t you come out in a few minutes so no one gets the wrong idea.”

“Definitely wouldn’t want that,” I said under my breath.

Just as he put his hand on the door, he turned to look back at me.

“We should do some magic together sometime.”

I took a big gulp and prayed that I didn’t pass out.

“I would really like that,” I answered.

And with a smile and a nod, Asher slipped out the door.
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After Asher outed me in the bathroom, things between us changed drastically. He went from popping up every once in a while around school to showing up every morning at my locker. The first time I arrived to see him standing there, I was so surprised I nearly dropped my books. Eventually, it became a part of our morning routine, one that I looked forward to every day. Then we began spending some of our time outside of school together too, going for coffee or walks along the promenade.

It wasn’t all as romantic as it sounds, though. Most of the time, Abby joined us. But I was so happy just to have other twitches to hang out with that it didn’t even bother me that I wasn’t getting more alone time with Asher.

It helped that Abby turned out to be really cool. She was younger than both of us and was practically my opposite, but we got along really well and I instantly felt connected to her. She couldn’t have cared less about having a social life and always had her nose in a book, but she was completely interesting. She wasn’t a big talker, either, which worked out well, because I gabbed enough for the both of us. When she did speak, she always impressed me with what she had to say. I quickly realized that Abby was quiet not because she was shy but because she was so busy paying attention to what was going on around her. She was perceptive for sure. It became clear to me that Abby knew everything that was happening around school and was an excellent judge of character. She knew who was dating whom, who was failing gym class, and which athlete hadn’t come out of the closet yet. It was like being around a walking, talking encyclopedia of our school—all I had to do was ask.

It was easy to see that Asher adored Abby. To him, she wasn’t just his little sister. Abby was, in some ways, his best friend. And after hanging out with her just a few times, I could see why. The girl was wise beyond her years and 100 percent loyal.

On the rare occasions that Asher and I were alone, I at first found that I was so nervous just being around him, it was hard to concentrate. As time passed and we began to cast together, I became more comfortable with it all. He still made my stomach do flip-flops every time I saw him, but I was starting to be able to actually hold a conversation with him without getting all tongue-tied and saying something completely stupid. I never stopped smiling when I was around him. Actually, I was pretty much happy whenever I was with either of the Astleys. I felt like I could really be myself.

When the three of us spent time together, we mostly talked about magic and spells. Asher even taught me a few incantations that he’d been using for years. Like the chameleon spell that allowed a person to completely blend into his or her surroundings, until they literally disappeared. He confessed that he’d used this one on several occasions to spy on his parents and even on Abby. I couldn’t wait to use it in my own life. Abby showed me a speed-reading spell, which I realized was probably the reason she was able to blow through a dozen books a week. I wasn’t exactly a book person, but I figured this could come in handy the next time I had to cram for a test.

“I’ve been trying to do the blowing-up spell you guys showed me last week, but my accuracy is really bad,” I said as I stood at Abby’s locker. I was careful to keep my voice low whenever we talked magic in public and kept watch for anyone who might sneak up on us midconversation. “I was aiming for an empty soda can the other day and ended up hitting my mom’s fruit bowl. I had to lie and tell her I accidentally knocked it off the counter. She would not have been pleased to find out I’m using magic to destroy things around the house.”

“Are you concentrating on the object itself? You need to picture it in your mind as well as see it with your eyes,” she said, sifting through the enormous pile of books in her locker, most of which weren’t school related. “Or maybe your aim is just off. Try moving your hand around to see if it helps you hit your target. You might just naturally lean more one way.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said, my mind beginning to wander as I looked around the hallway. A group of football players bumped into each other and trash-talked as they walked by us. One of them caught my eye and winked at me. “Hey, girl,” he said, before continuing on his way.

I rolled my eyes and turned away. Stuff like that was so weird to me. I was still trying to get used to the attention I was now getting from everyone, guys in particular. Part of me was like, “Don’t bother paying attention to me now if you didn’t pay attention to me before.” But on the other hand, I couldn’t help but enjoy the fact that they were interested. Wasn’t that why I’d wanted popularity in the first place? For people to know and like who I was?

“Why would you want to be popular if that’s what happens all the time?” Abby asked, acknowledging the football player who’d just hit on me. I shrugged in response. One of the first conversations Abby and I had was over her confusion about why I was suddenly spending time with The Elite. Since she and Asher were both sort of lone wolves—I think I was only welcomed into their pack because magic bonded us—the popularity quest didn’t make sense to her. She thought I was especially crazy to get involved with The Elite, given the rumors and the way they treated people around school, but I’d told her I had my reasons. It didn’t stop her from giving me a hard time about it, though.

And she wasn’t the only one. The Elite had also noticed that I was suddenly splitting my time between them and the Astleys. I don’t know if it was jealousy or if they didn’t like me hanging out with people they hadn’t approved of, but they ignored me whenever I was around Asher and Abby. As much as I didn’t want to, I was getting the hint. It didn’t mean I was ready to end the friendship with the only other twitches I knew, though.

I scanned the hallway until my eyes rested on a guy and a girl who were whispering to each other while standing solo across from us. I knew them both, though I’d never talked to them before. The girl was Shayla and the guy she was currently bumping shoulders with was Tucker. Tucker was sort of cool—he played guitar in a band with his older brother and a few of his friends. Apparently, he played gigs at a local hole-in-the-wall and had started to develop quite a following on YouTube. Shayla was a member of the school band and was actually pretty cute, in a slightly dorky way. She had red hair and never went anywhere without her flute.

“What’s up with those two?” I asked Abby, nodding in their direction. There was something intriguing about them, though I didn’t know why.

Abby turned around and looked. “Shayla and Tucker? They’ve been friends since third grade,” she said, going back to locker diving. “My brother helped hook Tucker up with this guy who was selling his van earlier this year. Needed wheels to cart around his band’s equipment. Asher says he’s cool. He plays a great set at Water Under the Bridge.”

I wanted to ask her how she’d managed to get into a bar at the age of fourteen but was so drawn to the couple that I was having trouble keeping up my end of the conversation.

“Are they dating?” I asked curiously, studying their body language. They were clearly flirting, but neither of them gave off any obvious signs that they were a couple. I felt hypnotized by the flow of their movements and couldn’t snap myself out of it. “It seems like there’s something there.”

“Nah, they’re both single. But they’ve been into each other for years. From what I can tell, both of them are too scared to make the first move,” Abby said. “Too bad, too. They’d make a really great couple. They’re exactly alike.”

“They just need a little bit of a push,” I said absently.

As I continued to watch them dance around each other, I barely noticed that my body had begun to hum and my hands started to rise from my sides. Before I knew what was happening, my pointer fingers were trained on each of them. I was startled to see my fingers begin to move toward each other without my consciously doing so. The fact that I didn’t have control over a part of my body was frightening, but at the same time, something felt right in the motion, like there was a connection I could feel but not see. My fingers drew an imaginary line between Tucker and Shayla until my fingertips touched. When they did, I felt a surge of power connect in the middle like a little shock to my system. Startled by this, I yelped and took a step back, hitting the lockers behind me.

“You okay?” Abby asked, giving me a funny look.

But I was too busy staring at Shayla and Tucker to respond. They’d gone from joking around to standing stock-still and staring at each other. The way they were looking at each other was different from before. The laughter was gone and their eyes were locked. I furrowed my brow, trying to figure out what had just happened.

Then someone walked by Tucker, bumping into him lightly with his bag. And just like that, the moment was broken. Tucker and Shayla seemed to snap out of whatever daze they were in and resumed the conversation they’d been having. I was too far away to hear what they were saying to each other, but I could see Shayla whisper something to him and then touch his arm softly. He smiled warmly and then took ahold of her hand and held it in his. Shayla looked down at their hands and then back up at him. And instantly you could read it all over their faces.

They were in love.

“No way,” I said, incredulous over what I’d just witnessed.

“What?” Abby asked, turning around and following my gaze to Shayla and Tucker. “Whoa. Well, it’s about time.”

Abby wasn’t as surprised as I was to see them holding hands, but I still couldn’t believe it. It was too much of a coincidence. “That was so weird.”

“Yeah, sort of crazy that we were just talking about them, huh? Maybe you’re good luck for couples,” she said jokingly. “Like a modern-day Cupid.”

Abby laughed to herself, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she was right.
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“Mom, Dad, can I talk to you guys a sec?” I asked later that night.

They both looked up at me as I entered the living room. My mom was watching the BBC, her eyes glued to whatever drama was unfolding on the television in front of her. My dad had the paper open in his lap, his glasses hanging off the end of his nose. They each stopped what they were doing after hearing the tone of my voice.

“What’s wrong, dear?” my mom asked, her mind clearly still on her show.

“Um, I was just wondering if I could ask you guys a few questions?”

“Sure,” my dad said. “What’s up, Buttercup?”

I cringed as he used the nickname he’d given me as a little girl but kept myself from reminding him that I’d since grown up. “Well, I was thinking . . . it was really cool hearing all about our family history the other day, and I wondered if you could tell me a little bit more about our powers?”

My parents glanced at each other and shared a slightly panic-filled look. “What do you want to know?”

“Well, for starters, what coven are we from?” I asked, sitting down on the love seat and folding my legs underneath me. “You mentioned the Cleri the other day, and I’m assuming that we’re not related to them, so what is our lineage? Where are we in the world of witchcraft?”

My dad cleared his throat. “Well, you’re correct, we aren’t descendants of the Cleri. Our lineage is actually with Wilha, a coven that was based out of New Hampshire at the time of the trials. Wilha was always a passive group; our focus was never on big-time spells or making a name for ourselves in the witching world. We left that up to covens like the Cleri,” he said. “And after seeing what happened to them during that time, you can easily see why we remained that way.”

“Our priorities weren’t the same as most other covens’,” Mom cut in. “Most of us only wanted to raise families, leave behind the danger that spell casting often brought. While other groups were using witchcraft for everything, our coven decided to go back to the basics and try to live low-magic lifestyles.

“Then, after the incident with Evelyn, your grandmother moved out here to try to put a little distance between the coven and her. She refused to use magic except for when it was absolutely necessary.

“The truth is, our line’s always laid low.”

“So we never did anything big? Anything important?” I asked, unable to hide my disappointment that I didn’t come from a long line of warrior princesses or something like that. It was just one more way that I was destined to be ordinary from the start. Even the thing that set me apart from the majority of the rest of the world was slightly vanilla.

“Just because we didn’t do anything to land ourselves in the history books doesn’t mean that what we’ve done hasn’t been important,” Mom said, sounding a bit defensive.

I wasn’t sure I agreed with her, but I also wasn’t going to argue, either.

“Are there any specific powers our line seems to have that I should know about? You know, like things that we specialize in or anything.”

“Hmmm, not really . . .”

“Because this crazy thing happened at school and I’m just trying to figure it out,” I said.

“You weren’t caught doing magic, were you?” my dad asked, worried.

“It was nothing like that,” I answered quickly. “No, see, this thing happened when I was watching these two people at school. My hands started to move by themselves and they sort of drew a line between this guy and girl and . . . well, I swear there was a spark. And not like it sounds. Like, an actual spark of magic . . . between them. Like, because of me.”

“What happened after you did that, Brooklyn?” my mom asked.

“Well, they started holding hands,” I said, shrugging. “I know it sounds crazy, but it was sort of like I . . . linked them or something. Made them fall for each other. Is that even possible?”

The room was quiet as I waited for my parents to say something. I could hear the ticking of the clock in the corner of the room and counted each second as it went by. I was already up to twenty-four when my mom spoke again.

“It is possible, Brooklyn,” she finally said, fingers clenched together in her lap. “There’s a bit of matchmaking talent in our family.”

“What do you mean, matchmaking?” I asked. Then, borrowing a phrase from Abby, I added, “Are we like Cupid?”

“That’s certainly an interesting way to put it,” Dad said. “Though love’s a little bit more complicated than that.”

“Love? Is that what I did? Made Shayla and Tucker fall in love with each other?” I asked, stunned.

“No, not love, Brooklyn. Nobody has that kind of power. Well, that we know of,” Mom said. “But lust, interest, a crush, if you will—now that’s a different story.”

“Are you serious? How could you not tell me about this?”

“It honestly slipped our minds,” she said, absently fiddling with her hair. “My gosh, it’s been years since I’ve matched anyone.”

“Me too,” my dad said. “I never much liked getting involved in anyone else’s love life.”

I shook my head. What they were saying was crazy. Wasn’t it?

“So I can help people find their perfect matches?”

“Sort of. All we have is the power to create a link between two people that will give them the chance to see if there is love there to grow. The lust eventually wears off and at that point it’s up to the couple to decide if it’s a relationship worth pursuing.”

“Oh my gosh . . . is that why so many people start dating someone and then it fizzles? Do all witches have this power?” I asked, wondering if all flings were really just products of a witch’s imagination or boredom.

“To my knowledge, it’s a gift only our particular line has. And some people are more gifted at it than others. In fact, I’ve never seen a connection happen without a witch trying to match a couple before. Though it’s not entirely impossible. You can certainly tell when two people might be a good fit. You get a tingling from their connection, that tension in the air between them,” Mom said.

“So, let me get this straight,” I said, still trying to digest what they were telling me. “I have the power to match two people that I think would be a good couple but who maybe are just having a little trouble making the first move?”

“Correct,” my mom answered. “And apparently even when you don’t realize it. But this is not a gift to be taken lightly, Brooklyn. When you’re dealing with matters of the heart, things can get very complicated. And in the end, whether they fall in love isn’t up to you. That’s for the universe and the real Cupid to decide.”

“There’s a real Cupid?” I asked, my mouth dropping.

“Just be careful, sweetie,” Dad said, going back to reading his paper and ignoring my question. “You’re dealing with people’s emotions here. In some cases, you may end up doing more damage than good.”

“Got it, Dad,” I said, still a little dazed. I got up to give them both hugs and then prepared to leave. I needed some alone time to think about this new bit of information.

As I was heading up the stairs, I heard my mom say, “Well, that went better than I’d expected.”

I had to agree. I’d definitely gotten exactly what I’d been looking for.
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For the next week, I tested out my newfound matching skills, first pairing up two kids in my debate class who were always arguing and trying to one-up each other to win their cases. I figured that if there was a fire between them in class, imagine what they’d be like as a couple. And they’d been hot and heavy ever since.

Then I’d had a feeling about my World Civ teacher and the volleyball coach and decided they could use a little help connecting, too. Older people always seemed to drag their feet when it came to dating and I figured I’d just help speed up the process. Though they hadn’t been as outwardly affectionate as the other students I’d matched, I’d seen them meeting up in the cafeteria for coffee on several occasions.

Almost as soon as I’d learned of this new side of myself, the wheels in my head started to spin. I was slightly ashamed to admit it at first, but there was only one potential couple I wanted to test my magic out on—and it wasn’t for altruistic reasons. Asher and I had been growing closer and closer over the three weeks since we’d found out about each other’s magical abilities and there were times when I thought maybe there was a spark between us. I wanted so badly to match the two of us but couldn’t help feeling guilty about it. What if Asher found out and got mad at me for doing it without his permission? Would he be upset or happy that I’d taken the initiative? And even worse, what if it didn’t work? What if once the spell wore off, there was nothing there and we had to go back to being just friends? I already knew that I was head over heels for him, and it would mean I’d be left pining for what we’d had. Only it wouldn’t have been real. And what would I do then?

The truth was, I hadn’t had these particular powers for all that long to begin with and I was still trying to work out the kinks. Because my parents weren’t exactly forthcoming with information, I had no idea if I was even doing things right. I thought it best to try things out on those who weren’t me first, just to make sure, so I’d turned to other students and my teachers in the meantime. But now a week had gone by and all seemed perfect in the world of love, which made it difficult to hold back on what I wanted to do.

As I drove up to the Burger Barn, I couldn’t help but feel nervous and even a little bit excited. Trying to play match-maker was sort of like playing God. Of course, just because I willed it didn’t mean it would come true. My parents had made it clear that after the initial spell wore off, there had to be a real connection between the couple in question in order for a relationship to develop. My matching would only get the ball rolling.

After that, I had to hope there was more there.

Shutting off the engine, I checked my appearance in the mirror quickly. I had on a pair of jeans and a tank top. A jade-colored necklace hung low across my front, the bottom of the chunky jewels touching just above my belly button. It was fun but flirty, the perfect mixture of dressed up but not trying too hard. My hair was loose and curls framed my face, which was perfectly done up.

I wanted everything about this night to be perfect.

Taking a deep breath, I made my way over to the restaurant and almost immediately spied who I was looking for.

Asher.

He was sitting in a booth toward the back, pecking away on his cell phone and looking absolutely adorable. His black jacket, fitted white tee, and jeans nearly made me swoon as I watched him through the window. My stomach dropped like it always did when he was around. I’d never felt like this about anyone before, this much was true. Was it possible he felt the same?

Only one way to find out.

I held up one finger and pointed it directly at Asher. Then with my other hand I pointed at myself. While turning my thoughts to what a great couple we would be, I moved my fingers closer and closer together until the tips touched and I felt a jolt.

Right away, my desire to be near him grew. It was like a slow burn that had just been ignited and I was compelled to run inside and let him know how I felt. I had no idea if what I’d done was against any witching rules or even if it was going to work. I only knew that I had to give it a try.

With my eyes trained on Asher, I moved toward the front door of the Burger Barn to see if there was a spark between us after all.
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I swept into the burger joint and headed straight for Asher, who was sitting at a table in the back. Our eyes locked when I was only halfway there and his face softened into a smile.

My pace quickened as my desire grew and I wondered why I couldn’t get to him faster. It was like we were two magnets being pulled together by some unknown force. Only, I knew what that force was.

I slid into the booth across from him and gave him a grin.

“Hi.”

“Hi,” he answered, returning my look.

If anyone was watching us right now, I was sure they would be gagging over our googly-eyed-ness, but I just didn’t care. All that mattered was that I was there, with Asher. It was just him and me and a crazy little thing called love.

I mean, lust.

The balloon that had been carrying me along on my high burst as I was reminded that what we were feeling—what Asher was feeling—right now wasn’t true love. We were having a moment, bonding together, but only time would tell if we were truly a match.

Still, it didn’t make the feelings I was having seem any less real.

Asher continued to stare at me. “You look amazing.”

“Thanks,” I answered. “So do you.”

We took a break from admiring each other to order some food and then talked about Abby and the different spells we wanted to try out. I ordered french fries even though I was too nervous to eat any of them. But guys didn’t really like it when they were the only ones eating, so I forced myself to choke down at least a few as Asher polished off his own meal.

“I had no idea that those two finally got together,” Asher said, nodding behind me.

I turned to see Shayla and Tucker walk in. They were holding hands and kept looking over at each other giddily. Sitting down at a booth near us, they wouldn’t even give up their hands to look at the menu.

“I sort of got to see it happen the other day,” I said, not telling him the whole truth about my involvement in their matchup. “It was so cute to see them make the first move.”

Asher looked at them curiously. “Imagine what that must have been like for them. They were friends for, like, ever, yet they both secretly liked the other and never said anything,” he said. “Good for them. Tucker’s a pretty cool guy—he’s the real deal.”

“Abby said they were both too afraid to make the first move,” I said, looking down at the table shyly.

“I get that. They probably didn’t want to ruin the friendship if the other didn’t like them back,” he said. “But at the same time, think about how many potential couples are single and lonely just because nobody had the nerve to go for it.”

“That’s so sad.”

“Yep.”

I knew we weren’t just talking about Shayla and Tucker. The fact was, we were in a similar situation. As much as I wanted to believe that the spell had worked—or preferably, that we hadn’t needed the spell at all—I felt paralyzed to make that first move. To let Asher know just how much I liked him.

Because if he didn’t feel the same . . . well, I might just die of humiliation. Or a broken heart. Either way, it would suck.

“So . . .” I said.

“So.”

The air between us was electric, but I knew that nothing was going to happen in a restaurant full of loud teenagers. No, if anything was going to happen, we’d have to leave.

“So, I was telling Abby the other day that I’ve been having a really tough time with the exploding spell,” I said, trying to change the subject.

“Oh, yeah? Your aim is probably just off,” Asher said, taking a sip of his soda.

I watched his lips fold around the straw and wondered if they were soft. They looked soft. I was never going to be able to concentrate on anything normal ever again if I was constantly wondering what it would be like to be with Asher!

“That’s what Abby said too,” I mumbled, still mesmerized by his mouth. When I was finally able to pull my eyes away and focused them again on his, I realized that he knew exactly what I’d been staring at.

“We could get out of here,” he suggested, looking at me through a lock of hair that had fallen in his face. “Go somewhere and practice the spell a bit if you want.”

My stomach began to buzz with nerves at the prospect of going somewhere we could be alone.

Check, please.

“Sure. Yeah, let’s go practice.”

Asher paid the bill and we made our way out to the parking lot to our separate vehicles.

“I know where we can go,” Asher said as he climbed on the back of his motorcycle. “Follow me?”

“Of course.”

I climbed in my car and started the engine, giving myself a moment to take a deep breath. I wanted so badly for something to happen between me and Asher that my chest ached at the thought that it wouldn’t. Was it possible that I was just seeing what I wanted to see in this situation, since I knew I’d bound us? Or were we really making a connection?

Pulling out into traffic, I made sure to follow right behind Asher, keeping my eyes trained on his back. As I drove, I imagined what it would be like to sit on the back of his bike, my arms around his waist, feeling his muscles as I gripped him tightly . . .

Suddenly, he made a sharp right and I had to swerve to avoid running into him. We’d pulled onto a dirt road about five minutes outside of the city. Several more minutes went by as we made our way farther down the tree-lined road and finally into a clearing up ahead. We parked and got out, listening to the quiet of the night.

“Where are we?” I asked, looking around and seeing that the place was empty except for us and the trees.

“This is where I like to go sometimes, when I need to get away,” he said, walking slowly over to me. “Nobody else knows where this place is. Not even Abby.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling myself blush as he said it. “Well, what do you do here?”

“Sometimes I practice spells, other times I just think. It’s my own secret hideaway.”

“It’s amazing,” I breathed, surveying the scene. I dug the toe of my Converse shoe into the ground to give myself something to do. “So quiet and . . . gravelly.”

He crossed the space between us and reached out to grab ahold of my hands. His hands felt soft in mine and fully covered each of my palms. My pulse sped up as we touched, and I began to sweat, suddenly so nervous I could hardly contain myself.

I can’t believe this is happening!

“This isn’t where I hang out, Brooklyn,” he said with a little laugh. He began to pull me toward him, until my feet started to move. And then we were walking, making our way toward the bushes in front of us. When we got up to them, Asher let go of my hand in order to push the branches to the side and let us through. “I want to show you something.”

I nodded. At this point, he could’ve been taking me to some creepy cabin in the woods to make me his personal slave—and not in a good way—but I didn’t care. I still would’ve gone with him.

It was hard to see in the darkness as we navigated through a foresty area, but luckily Asher knew exactly where he was going. After a few minutes, I began to see a light up ahead and before I knew it, we’d broken through the woods and were standing on the shore of a beach.

“I had no idea there was a beach here,” I breathed, admiring the way the moonlight danced off the water. The rhythmic sound of the waves lapping onshore was soothing, and I could see why Asher came here to think. Everything was calm and quiet. It was the perfect place to be alone with your thoughts.

Or with the boy you liked.

“Pretty cool, huh?” he asked. “It’s great because you can really be alone out here. There’s no one to bother you.”

“Yeah,” I said, thinking about what he was saying.

“We can do as much magic as we want and we don’t have to worry about getting caught.” He moved to my side and looked out at the water with me. After a few moments, he cleared his throat. “So . . . uh, you want to try that spell again?”

“Huh?” I asked, confused. “Spell?”

“Yeah, you know, the explosion spell? That’s why we’re out here, right?”

“Oh, sure. Of course,” I stammered, bringing myself back down to reality. “The spell.”

“Why don’t you show me what you’ve been doing and I’ll see if I can figure out what you’re doing wrong.”

Asher started collecting big shells from the beach and placed them in a row on a nearby log that had washed up onshore. It was nighttime, but the moon was so bright here that I had no problem seeing the targets. Now I just had to make sure I didn’t get distracted by what I was doing. Or not doing, I should say.

I took a deep breath and prepared myself to perform the spell. Training my eyes on the first shell in the lineup, I felt the energy building inside me as I raised my hand toward the target and took aim.

“Detonimous vastomia!”

The power flew out of me like a bullet escaping a gun and within seconds the space just below and to the left of the shell exploded in a mass of splintered wood.

Asher walked over to the log and studied the spot before walking back to where I was standing and, now, pouting. “So, you seem to be aiming a little left of center,” he said.

“No kidding,” I said, annoyed that I still wasn’t hitting the mark and even more annoyed that I’d been so off base about Asher’s feelings toward me.

“Just aim a little more to your right and try again.”

I sighed and took my typical spell-casting stance: feet shoulder-width apart, body relaxed, head held high. Looking exactly at the center of the same shell, I raised my hand again, this time aiming just right of it. Calling on all the power I had, I yelled out the words.

“Detonimous vastomia!”

The wood blew up again, this time to the right of the target. “Are you freaking kidding me?” I asked, moaning. I fell to the sand in frustration. “I can’t do it. God, you must think I’m such a loser.”

Asher walked over and knelt next to me. “You’re not a loser, Brooklyn,” he said, giving me a sympathetic smile. “You’re just losing today.”

It was really sweet of him to say, but I couldn’t help feeling like a failure. All I wanted to do was impress him, and here I was, not even able to hit a stupid shell. And Asher was practically a pro at this magic stuff. No way was he going to want to be with a girl who was magically challenged.

“It’s just embarrassing that I’m this bad,” I confessed, looking down at my hands like they were somehow failing me.

“Why are you embarrassed?” Asher asked with a laugh. “You’re doing great for someone who’s learning. And besides, it’s just me. Who cares what I think?”

“I can’t help it . . . I care what everyone thinks,” I said. “I mean, maybe not everyone, but everyone that matters. People at school, The Elite—”

“Yeah, why is that?” he asked, cocking his head to the side and looking confused. “They put their pants on one leg at a time like the rest of us. They might be designer pants, but you get the idea. Why do you want to impress them so much?”

“They’re like teen royalty at school. Everyone looks up to them. And if you’re one of them, that means you’re somebody,” I said. “I want to be somebody, Asher.”

“You’re already somebody to me,” he said.

Swoon.

“Really?”

“Of course,” he said, his fingers finding mine. I turned to look at him and found that he was already gazing at me. “Now, come on. Let’s try this again.”

He pulled me up until I was standing in the sand, facing the log lined with shells. But instead of stepping away and letting me take aim, he came up behind me and pressed his chest against my back. I felt his hand make its way up my side until it reached my shoulder and then move down the length of my arm. Finally, his hand rested on top of mine and we raised our arms together. I closed my eyes and breathed in his scent. He smelled like clean linen with the slightest hint of something spicy. It was delicious.

“Now look at the target and take aim.” I did what he said, but it took everything in me not to just melt into his arms. “Relax your mind and think about what you’re doing.”

But all I could think about was kissing him.

He moved my hand slowly until it was pointed in the direction of the shell. I shivered as his breath tickled my neck.

“Now say the words,” he breathed, barely above a whisper.

“Detonimous vastomia . . .”

I managed to get the words out just before Asher pulled me around and our lips touched. The sound of the shell shattering rang out through the night.
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