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For every kid who ever wished to be bigger, stronger, older—
and for the adults who learned that growing up
is better than growing tall.


And for those who taught me:
being seen is braver than being invisible.










  
  
"We do not grow absolutely, chronologically. We grow sometimes in one dimension, and not in another; unevenly. We grow partially. We are relative. We are mature in one realm, childish in another. The past, present, and future mingle and pull us backward, forward, or fix us in the present. We are made up of layers, cells, constellations."
— Anaïs Nin



      ***"The only way to make sense out of change is to plunge into it, move with it, and join the dance."
— Alan Watts
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Prologue


THE LOCKER ROOM INCIDENT





The hallway outside the gym locker room smelled like failure. 

Leo Martinez had learned to recognize it over the past three weeks: that particular combination of industrial floor cleaner, teenage sweat, and his own fear. It was Friday, which meant Kyle Brennan's inspection day. The ritual had its own terrible rhythm now, predictable as a metronome counting down to something Leo couldn't stop.

He stood with his back against the cinder block wall, gym bag clutched against his chest like a shield that wasn't quite big enough. Through the door, he could hear them. Kyle's voice, too loud, performing for an audience. Marcus Chen's high-pitched laugh. The metallic clang of locker doors. The wet slap of towels on skin.

Three weeks. Twenty-one days since the first time. Leo had counted every one.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. Mom, probably, asking if he needed a ride home. He didn't answer. How could he explain that he was standing in a hallway, unable to make himself walk through a door? That his hands were shaking? That he was thirteen years old and afraid of a locker room?

The door swung open. Two guys from his grade walked out, still damp from the showers, laughing about something. They didn't look at Leo. Nobody ever looked at Leo unless they had to. He'd perfected the art of being invisible, of taking up as little space as possible, of moving through the world like he was apologizing for existing.

It hadn't been enough.

He forced his legs to move. One step. Another. The door felt heavier than it should, or maybe that was just him, all hundred and twelve pounds of him, trying to push through something that wanted to push back.

Inside, the locker room was a cathedral of humiliation. Rows of green metal lockers stretched toward the showers in the back. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in a sickly yellow-green that made everyone look like corpses. The air was thick and wet. Leo's glasses fogged immediately.

Kyle was holding court in the center aisle, exactly where Leo knew he'd be. Tall for thirteen, already shaving, with the kind of natural athleticism that made teachers love him and other kids fear him. He wore his cruelty casually, like his expensive sneakers, like it was just another thing he was good at.

"There he is," Kyle said, and the room went quiet. "Right on time."

Leo's feet wanted to turn around. His body knew better than his brain sometimes, knew when to run. But his locker was in the back corner. His regular clothes were in there. He couldn't go home in gym shorts and a sweat-soaked t-shirt with "Property of Westfield MS" stamped across the back. His mom would ask questions.

He walked forward, eyes on the ground, trying to calculate the exact path that would get him to his locker without getting too close to Kyle's orbit. It was like navigating a minefield, except the mines had voices and fists and phones that recorded everything.

He made it three steps.

"Hey, Martinez." Kyle's voice, friendly on the surface, toxic underneath. "Don't you want to say hi?"

"Hi," Leo managed. His voice came out thin, reedy. A child's voice.

"That's not very enthusiastic." Kyle moved into his path, blocking him. This close, Leo had to tilt his head back to meet his eyes. "Try again."

"Hi, Kyle." Leo tried to put some strength into it, but it still sounded like a question.

"Better." Kyle's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Now, about that math homework. You finish it?"

This was the game. The weekly toll. Leo did Kyle's homework. Kyle let him pass. Except lately, the toll had been going up. Homework wasn't enough anymore.

"I finished it," Leo said. "It's in my bag."

"Show me."

Leo fumbled with the zipper, hands clumsy with nerves. Behind Kyle, he could see Marcus Chen pull out his phone, angling for the best shot. The others were watching too. Six boys, seven including Kyle. An audience for whatever came next.

The homework fell out, pages fluttering. Leo bent to pick them up.

That's when Kyle snapped the towel.

The sound cracked through the locker room like a gunshot. The wet end caught Leo across his lower back, just above his gym shorts. Pain bloomed, sharp and hot, the kind that made his vision white out for a second. He gasped, stumbled, caught himself against a locker.

Laughter. Always laughter.

"Worldstar moment right here," Marcus said, phone steady in his hand. "That was perfect. Do it again."

"Nah." Kyle was examining the towel like it was a particularly interesting weapon. "I think he learned his lesson. Didn't you, Martinez?"

Leo couldn't speak. His back throbbed where the towel had struck. He could feel the welt rising, angry and red beneath his shirt.

"Didn't you?" Kyle repeated, voice harder now.

"Yes." It came out as a whisper.

"Yes, what?"

"Yes, I learned my lesson."

Kyle grinned. "Good boy."

Leo wanted to die. Just fold into himself and disappear. Evaporate into the locker room's humid air and never exist again. But his body kept him standing, kept him breathing, kept him there to endure whatever came next.

"Hey, Kyle." It was Brandon, one of Kyle's crew. "His clothes are right there. Think they need a wash?"

Kyle's eyes lit up like someone had just handed him a present. "You know what? You're right. Martinez, you're a mess. We should help you clean up."

Before Leo could process what was happening, Kyle grabbed his gym bag. The contents spilled everywhere. His jeans, his hoodie, his sneakers. Kyle scooped them up and walked toward the showers.

"No." The word escaped before Leo could stop it. "Please don't."

"Don't what?" Kyle turned on the shower. Cold water sprayed from the fixture, harsh and loud. He held Leo's clothes over the stream. "Don't help you stay clean?"

"Kyle, please." Leo hated the sound of his own voice. Begging. He was begging.

"Oops." Kyle let the clothes drop into the shower basin. Water soaked through immediately, turning the denim dark, making the hoodie heavy and shapeless. "Guess you're going commando today, Martinez."

The laughter was worse this time. Not just amusement, but genuine delight in his suffering. Marcus's phone was still recording. This would be on Instagram within the hour. Maybe TikTok. Maybe everywhere.

Leo tried to salvage something. His sneakers, at least. He lunged for them, but Kyle kicked them further into the spray.

"Just leave me alone," Leo said. His voice cracked on the last word, broke into two syllables that hung in the air like an accusation. Like proof of everything he wasn't.

"Aw, is the baby gonna cry?" Kyle's voice dripped with mock sympathy. "Is the little baby gonna cry like a little bitch?"

Leo's eyes burned. He would not cry. Would not. That was the one thing he could control, the one small victory he could claim. He blinked hard, looked away, focused on the pattern of water swirling down the drain.

"Let's go," Kyle said to the others. "This is boring now."

They filed past him. Some of them bumped his shoulder as they went, casual violence disguised as accident. Marcus lingered, phone still out, capturing Leo's face for posterity. For proof. For entertainment.

"Did you see his face?" someone said in the hallway. The door was still open, their voices carrying back in. "Thought he was gonna cry like a little bitch."

The door slammed.

Silence rushed in to fill the space, heavy and complete.

Leo sat down on the wet floor in his underwear. The cold from the tile seeped through immediately, but he didn't care. His clothes were ruined. His dignity was ruined. Three weeks of this, and he still didn't know how to make it stop.

He sat there shivering, waiting for something. For a teacher to come check on him. For someone to care. For his own courage to appear like a superhero swooping in to save him.

Nothing came.

Eventually, his skin pruned and the water from the shower stopped spraying. Someone in the pipes above had turned it off. Leo stood on numb legs and found a lost-and-found hoodie hanging by the door. XL, probably left behind by a graduating eighth grader. It swallowed him, hanging past his knees.

He couldn't face anyone. Not looking like this. Not feeling like this.

The janitor's closet was across from the locker room, its door slightly ajar. Leo had never paid attention to it before, but now it seemed like the only safe place in the world. Dark. Quiet. Empty.

He slipped inside and closed the door behind him.

The closet smelled like bleach and old mops, that particular institutional scent of places where messes go to be hidden. There was barely enough room to move between the industrial shelves stacked with cleaning supplies and the utility sink in the corner. A single bulb hung from the ceiling, bare and dim.

A broken mirror hung on the wall, reflecting his face in fractured pieces. Leo looked at himself and saw everything wrong with him: the too-big glasses, the acne scattered across his forehead, the weak chin, the skinny neck that disappeared into the oversized hoodie. He looked like a child playing dress-up in adult clothes. He looked pathetic.

He sank down onto an overturned bucket and put his head in his hands.

This was his life. This was what every day would be from now until graduation. Three more years of this. A thousand more Fridays. And after high school, what? College, where he'd be small and weak in a world of bigger, stronger people? A job, where he'd have to pretend to be someone worth listening to? A life spent apologizing for taking up space?

The thought was unbearable.

"I just want to be big enough that nobody can hurt me anymore," Leo said into the empty closet. His voice sounded strange in the small space, like it belonged to someone else. "Big enough to crush him. Big enough to make him feel what I feel."

It wasn't really a prayer. He wasn't religious, despite his mom dragging him to church every other Sunday. It was just words said out loud, desperation given voice. A wish thrown into the void with no expectation that the void would answer.

Something glinted under the bottom shelf.

Leo wiped his eyes and leaned forward. There, just visible in the gap between the shelf and the wall, was something metallic. A coin, maybe? He reached for it, his fingers brushing against years of accumulated dust and grime.

The coin was heavier than it should be, dense in a way that felt wrong. Tarnished and old, with symbols etched into both sides that Leo didn't recognize. Not English. Not Spanish. Not any language he'd ever seen. The edges were worn smooth, like countless hands had held it before his.

It was warm in his palm. Actually warm, like it had been sitting in sunlight, even though it had been hidden in darkness.

Without thinking, without questioning why he was doing it, Leo clutched the coin tighter and whispered, "Please. Make me big."

The coin pulsed.

That was the only word for it. It didn't move, didn't change, but Leo felt something surge through it, through him, like an electrical current finding ground. The warmth became heat, spreading from his palm up his arm. His skin prickled. His heartbeat thundered in his ears.

Then the heat turned to ice.

Leo gasped and dropped the coin. It clattered against the concrete floor, rolled across the ground, and disappeared under the shelf into darkness. He tried to reach for it, to grab it back, but his hands wouldn't cooperate. His whole body felt wrong suddenly, too tight and too loose at the same time.

The lights flickered. Once. Twice. Darkness swallowed the closet for a heartbeat, then returned, dimmer than before.

Leo's chest constricted. He couldn't breathe right. Couldn't think right. The walls seemed to press in, the ceiling dropping lower, or maybe he was falling, sinking through the floor into some dark place beneath the school where wishes went to rot.

Panic attack. He was having a panic attack. That's what this was. He'd read about them online, knew the symptoms. This was just stress and fear and humiliation catching up with him.

The feeling passed slowly, like water draining from a sink. His breathing evened out. His heartbeat slowed. The closet was just a closet again, cramped and smelly and ordinary.

Leo stood on shaking legs. The coin was gone, swallowed by shadow and dust and years of accumulated debris. He should look for it. Should find it. But his body was telling him to leave, to go home, to put this terrible day behind him and forget it ever happened.

He left the closet an hour later, when the school was finally empty. The hallways were silent, lockers closed, classroom doors locked. His footsteps echoed off the tile floor as he walked toward the front entrance, still wearing the lost-and-found hoodie, still barefoot because his sneakers were soaked and his feet were too small for any of the lost shoes.

The walk home took thirty minutes. People stared at the teenager in wet gym shorts and an oversized hoodie, walking barefoot down suburban sidewalks. Leo didn't care anymore. He was too tired to care. Too empty.

His mom was in the kitchen when he came through the front door. She turned, saw him, and her expression shifted from distraction to concern in an instant.

"Leo? What happened? Why are you late?"

"Missed the bus." The lie came easily. He'd been practicing lies for three weeks now, small ones to explain away bruises and missing homework and the way he'd stopped eating lunch. "Sorry."

She studied him, and for a moment Leo thought she'd push, would demand the truth, would force him to say the words out loud: I'm being bullied and I don't know how to make it stop.

But she just sighed. "Well, you're home now. Go get changed. Dinner's in twenty minutes."

He climbed the stairs to his room. His real clothes were still at school, soaked and probably molding in the shower by now. He'd have to get them Monday. Add it to the list of humiliations.

By the time Leo brushed his teeth and collapsed into bed, he'd forgotten about the coin. It was just another weird detail in a terrible day, no more significant than the broken mirror or the flickering lights. His brain, trying to protect itself, filed it away with all the other things too painful to examine.

He fell asleep hoping tomorrow would be different, not knowing it would be.

Not knowing that wishes, when spoken in the right place at the right time with the right desperation, sometimes get answered.

And that answered wishes always, always come with a price.


      ***Somewhere in the darkness beneath the janitor's closet, the coin pulsed once more. Its strange symbols glowed briefly, then faded.

The exchange had been made.

The transformation would begin at dawn.








  
  

Chapter one
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Morning Wood & The Forest





Leo woke to sunlight streaming through his bedroom window, warm and golden and wrong. 

Not the light itself. The light was doing what light always did on Saturday mornings, slanting through the blinds his mom kept threatening to replace, cutting stripes across his Star Wars poster and his cluttered desk. But something in his body understood, before his brain caught up, that the world had shifted while he slept.

His feet were cold.

That was the first clue. Leo always slept curled up like a question mark, knees tucked, feet safe beneath the Spider-Man comforter his mom had bought him three Christmases ago. But now his feet hung over the edge of the mattress, exposed to the air conditioning, and when he tried to pull them back up, his knees hit something solid.

The footboard.

His childhood bed, the one he'd had since he was eight, the one that used to feel enormous when he'd jump on it pretending to be a superhero, suddenly felt like a cage built for someone smaller. Someone who didn't exist anymore.

Leo's eyes snapped open.

The ceiling fan was closer than it should be. Much closer. He could see dust on the blades, could count the dead flies trapped in the frosted glass dome. When had it gotten so close? Had someone lowered it during the night? That didn't make sense. Nothing made sense.

His head ached where it pressed against the headboard. Not resting against it. Jammed against it, skull to wood, like he'd grown in his sleep and run out of room.

Growth spurt, his brain offered helpfully. You're thirteen. This happens.

But not overnight. Not like this.

Leo sat up.

His head smacked into the ceiling fan with a sound like a gong. Pain exploded across his skull, white and electric. The fan wobbled on its chain, blades spinning lazily, and Leo fell backward, arms pinwheeling, his body suddenly too heavy and too long to control.

He hit the floor.

The impact knocked the air from his lungs. For a second he just lay there, staring at the ceiling that was now much farther away than it had been when he was in bed. The fall had felt longer than it should. Deeper. Like he'd fallen not three feet but ten, tumbling through space that hadn't existed before.

His hand pressed against the carpet to push himself up. His hand, except it wasn't. It was too big, the fingers too long, the palm too broad. Veins stood out against the skin like roads on a map, and there was hair on the knuckles, dark and coarse.

Leo's heart kicked into a rhythm that had nothing to do with the fall and everything to do with the wrongness spreading through him like frost.

He scrambled to his feet. Too fast. His legs, longer now, stronger now, responded with more force than he intended. He shot upward and his head cracked against the ceiling. Again. The pain was distant this time, buried under the rising tide of panic.

The mirror.

He had a small mirror on his desk, propped between his gaming console and a stack of unread library books. Leo stumbled toward it, his new legs moving with a gait he didn't recognize, like he was piloting a mech suit instead of his own body.

The face in the mirror was not his.

It belonged to someone older. A man, maybe thirty, with a square jaw dark with stubble and cheekbones that cast shadows in the morning light. The nose was bigger, stronger, sitting above lips that looked like they knew how to smile with confidence instead of apology. Broad shoulders filled the frame behind the face, muscular and solid.

But the eyes.

The eyes were his. Brown, wide, terrified. The same eyes that had looked back at him yesterday, set in a thirteen-year-old's face.

Leo screamed.

The sound that came out was deep and resonant, a man's scream, rich with bass notes that vibrated in his chest. He clamped his hands over his mouth. Wrong move. The hands were too big, covering too much of his face, and the stubble scratched against his palms like sandpaper.

He screamed again. Deeper this time, which somehow made it worse, made it more real, made it impossible to deny that the body making that sound was his body, even though it couldn't be, even though nothing about this made any sense at all.

"This is a dream," Leo said out loud. His voice came out like gravel, rough and low. "I'm dreaming. I'm still asleep."

The mirror offered no comfort. The stranger with his eyes stared back, lips moving in sync with words that didn't sound like they belonged in his mouth.

Leo looked down.

His Minecraft pajama shirt, the soft cotton one with Steve holding a diamond pickaxe, was stretched across a chest that had no business being that broad. The fabric pulled tight, the seams screaming in protest, and he could see the outline of muscles underneath. Pecs. He had pecs. Actual, defined pecs like the guys in his dad's fitness magazines.

His pajama pants had fared worse. The elastic waistband dug into his stomach, and the legs, which used to drag on the ground when he walked, now ended mid-calf. Torn seams ran up the sides where the fabric had given up trying to contain him.

And then he saw the forest.

Dark hair covered his chest, thick and wiry, trailing down his stomach in a line that disappeared beneath the elastic of his ruined pajama pants. Leo had never had chest hair. He'd barely started getting hair anywhere, just the beginnings of peach fuzz and awkward patches that made him grateful gym class didn't require showers.

This was different. This was a man's body. A grown man's body. Complete with everything that implied.

"Oh my god," Leo whispered. Then louder: "Oh my god. OH MY GOD."

He grabbed at the hair on his chest, yanking it hard enough to hurt, hard enough to prove this was real. It didn't come out in tufts like he'd half-hoped. It just hurt, sharp little stings that radiated across his skin, and beneath the pain was the horrible confirmation: this was his body. This was real.

His bladder chose that moment to make itself known.

The pressure was immediate and urgent, the kind of need that wouldn't be denied. Leo's thirteen-year-old brain recognized the sensation but his thirty-year-old body amplified it into something approaching desperation.

He lurched toward the bedroom door.

His legs were too long, his stride too wide, his sense of balance completely recalibrated overnight. He took three steps and his shoulder crashed into the doorframe. Pain radiated down his arm. He bounced off, corrected his trajectory too much, and hit the opposite side of the doorway with his hip.

The hallway felt narrower than yesterday. The ceiling closer. Everything in his house had shrunk, or he'd grown, or reality had folded in on itself and left him stranded in a funhouse version of his own life.

The bathroom was only ten feet away. It felt like a mile.

Leo made it through the door and slammed it shut behind him. His hands fumbled with the lock. They were too big, fingers too thick, and the simple mechanism that he'd operated a thousand times suddenly felt like advanced engineering.

The lock clicked home.

He turned to the toilet and froze.

His reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror stopped him cold. Under the harsh fluorescent light, the transformation was even more obvious. The stranger in his bedroom had followed him here, and now Leo could see details he'd missed before: the Adam's apple bobbing in his throat, the shadow of stubble extending down his neck, the way his shoulders filled the doorframe behind him.

But the bladder situation wouldn't wait for existential crisis.

Leo approached the toilet like it was a puzzle he'd never solved before. He hooked his thumbs under the elastic waistband of his pajama pants and pulled them down.

"This can't be real," he said to the bathroom tile, to the universe, to whatever cosmic force had decided to ruin his life. "This is a nightmare. I'm going to wake up."

He looked down.

The forest continued. Of course it did. Dark hair trailing down from his stomach, and beneath it, the undeniable evidence that every part of him had undergone the same impossible transformation.

Leo stared in horror and fascination. This was his body now. This was what the universe had given him. Or taken from him. Or cursed him with. He couldn't decide which.

The pressure in his bladder escalated from urgent to critical.

Right. Focus. He could process the existential nightmare after he handled the immediate physical one.

Leo positioned himself in front of the toilet the way he'd done every morning of his life. Except everything was different now. The angle was wrong. The distance was wrong. His hands, when he tried to aim, were too big and clumsy and belonged to someone who knew what they were doing.

He was thirteen. He had no idea what he was doing.

The stream started with more force than he'd anticipated. Way more force. It hit the back of the toilet bowl and ricocheted, spraying upward. Leo tried to correct, overcorrected, and sent the stream arcing toward the wall. Panic made his hand shake. The spray went everywhere. The toilet seat. The cabinet. The wall behind the toilet. The bath mat.

"No no no no no," he chanted, trying desperately to control something that had taken on a life of its own. Physics were different at this height, at this pressure, with this body that didn't come with an instruction manual.

By the time he finished, the bathroom looked like a crime scene. Droplets covered every surface. The bath mat squelched under his feet. A small puddle had formed behind the toilet.

Leo grabbed the toilet paper and started cleaning. His hands were shaking. His breath came in short gasps. This was too much. All of it. The body, the voice, the complete and utter wrongness of existing in a skin that didn't belong to him.

Footsteps in the hallway.

Leo's head snapped up. He knew those footsteps. His mom, moving with the particular rhythm of someone who'd been up for hours and was doing her Saturday morning routine. Laundry, probably. She always did laundry on Saturdays.

The footsteps stopped outside the bathroom door.

"Leo?" Her voice came through the wood, warm and familiar and completely unaware that her son had been replaced by a stranger. "You okay in there, honey? I heard a crash."

Panic locked Leo's throat. He tried to speak and only managed a strangled noise that sounded like someone choking.

His mom knocked. "Leo?"

"I'm fine!" The words burst out before he could think them through. The voice that came out was deep and masculine, a full octave below where his normal speaking voice should be. A man's voice. A stranger's voice.

Silence from the hallway.

Then: "Who's in there?"

Oh god. Oh god oh god oh god.

"It's me," Leo said, then realized how insane that sounded. "I mean... I'm... my voice is weird today. Puberty. You know." He forced a laugh. It sounded demented.

"Leo, open this door right now."

The doorknob rattled. His mom was trying to get in. Of course she was. She'd heard a man's voice coming from the bathroom and thought there was an intruder. Any rational person would think that. Leo had become an intruder in his own house.

"Just a minute!" he called out, his voice cracking in a way that had nothing to do with puberty and everything to do with terror.

He looked around the bathroom for options. The door wasn't going to hold if she really wanted in. She was a mom. Moms had ways. But he couldn't face her like this. She'd see him and she'd scream and she'd call the police and he'd be arrested for home invasion and how could he possibly explain that he was her son when he looked thirty years old?

The window.

The bathroom window was small, frosted for privacy, and positioned about five feet off the ground. On the outside was his mom's prized rosebush, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

"Leo, why is the door locked?" His mom's voice had shifted from concern to that particular brand of parental suspicion that meant he had about thirty seconds before she found a screwdriver and took the door off its hinges.

Leo lunged for the window. His new body, still uncoordinated, crashed into the sink. His hip caught the edge of the counter. Pain bloomed but he didn't stop. He fumbled with the window latch, his too-big hands making everything harder.

The latch clicked. The window swung open. Fresh air rushed in, carrying the scent of cut grass and roses and freedom.

"I'm coming in," his mom announced.

Leo grabbed the window frame and tried to pull himself through. His shoulders hit the opening and stopped. The window, which had seemed perfectly adequate yesterday, was suddenly far too small for the body he was wearing. He pushed harder, felt the frame digging into his flesh, his shoulders compressing in a way that suggested bones weren't meant to bend like this.

Behind him, a screwdriver scratched against the lock mechanism.

Leo twisted, angled his shoulders, and squeezed with every ounce of strength his new body possessed. Something in the window frame cracked. Or maybe that was his ribs. Hard to tell. Pain and panic blurred together into a single imperative: get out, get out, GET OUT.

His shoulders popped through. His chest followed. He was halfway out the window now, the frame scraping against his stomach, his legs still inside kicking for purchase against the tile.

The bathroom door swung open.

"Leo, I swear if you're doing something you shouldn't..."

Leo's hands found the exterior wall. He pushed. His body slid through the window like toothpaste from a tube, graceless and desperate. For one terrible moment he was suspended, half in and half out, his shredded pajama pants catching on the latch.

Then gravity took over.

He fell.

The rosebush rose up to meet him like a bed of knives. Leo crashed into it chest-first. Thorns tore into his bare skin, dragging lines of fire across his arms, his shoulders, his stomach. He tried to catch himself and only succeeded in embedding thorns deeper into his palms.

He rolled out of the bush and onto the grass, gasping. Blood welled up from dozens of small cuts. His pajama pants had given up entirely, torn from waist to hem on both sides. He was wearing cartoon characters and nothing else, bleeding in his own backyard at eight in the morning.

Mrs. Chen from next door was walking her dog.

She stopped at the fence line, her mouth forming a perfect O of surprise. The dog, a small terrier named Buttons, barked once. Sharp and accusatory.

"Are you okay, sir?" Mrs. Chen asked. Her hand reached for her phone. Already calling the police, probably. Reporting the half-naked man bleeding in the Martinez family's backyard.

Sir. She'd called him sir.

"I'm fine," Leo managed. His voice came out wrong, too deep, too adult. "Just... fell. Happens."

Mrs. Chen's expression suggested that men in their thirties falling out of bathroom windows into rosebushes did not, in fact, just happen. But she nodded slowly, her thumb hovering over her phone screen.

Leo scrambled to his feet. His legs, still learning how to work, nearly sent him sprawling again. He caught himself against the side of the house, leaving a bloody handprint on the siding his dad had just repainted.

Inside, he could hear his mom moving toward the bathroom window. In seconds she'd look out and see him. See the stranger. See her worst nightmare confirmed.

Leo ran.

He made it around the corner of the house, through the gap in the fence that led to the alley behind their property. His bare feet slapped against concrete. The pajama pants, now more ribbons than clothing, flapped around his legs. Blood dripped from his arms and hands, leaving a trail that any competent detective could follow.

He didn't stop running until he reached the end of the alley and collapsed behind a dumpster, gasping, his new heart pounding in his new chest with a rhythm that felt both foreign and terrifyingly real.

Crouching in the narrow space between the dumpster and the fence, Leo finally let himself think. Really think. Process what had happened.

Yesterday afternoon, in the janitor's closet, he'd found a coin. An old, strange coin that had felt warm in his hand. And he'd made a wish.

Make me big.

That's what he'd said. That's what he'd asked for. A desperate plea from a kid who was tired of being small, tired of being weak, tired of being the target.

The universe, apparently, took requests literally.

"Oh no," Leo whispered. His voice still sounded wrong. Adult. Male. Confident in a way he'd never felt in his life. "Oh no no no no no."

His hands came up to touch his face. The stubble scratched against his palms. His jaw was square and strong. His cheeks were different, his nose bigger, his entire bone structure rearranged into someone else's architecture.

He'd wished to be big. Big enough that nobody could hurt him. Big enough to crush his enemies.

And some cosmic force with either a twisted sense of humor or a complete lack of nuance had taken a thirteen-year-old boy and stuffed him into the body of a thirty-year-old man.

Leo looked down at himself. At the muscular chest rising and falling with panicked breaths. At the arms corded with strength he didn't know how to use. At the legs that went on forever, powerful and foreign.

He was big now. That's what he'd wanted, right? To be big?

Except he'd meant metaphorically. He'd meant strong. Confident. Capable of defending himself. Not... not this. Not literally transformed into an adult body overnight with no explanation and no way to undo it.

Blood dripped from the thorn scratches on his arms, forming small dark circles on the concrete. The morning sun climbed higher, warming the alley, making the dumpster smell worse. Somewhere nearby, a car door slammed. A child laughed. The world continued its Saturday morning routine, completely unaware that Leo Martinez had been erased and replaced with someone who looked like they paid taxes.

He couldn't go home. Not like this. His mom would call the police. They'd take him away. He'd be arrested, or studied, or locked up somewhere while people tried to figure out what he was.

He couldn't go to school on Monday looking like this. Principal Hendricks would call security before he made it through the front door.

He had no money. No ID. No way to prove who he was. The reflection in the mirror was all the proof anyone would need that he was not, in fact, a thirteen-year-old boy.

Leo Martinez had gotten his wish.

And it had ruined his life.

He sat there behind the dumpster, wearing the shredded remains of his Minecraft pajama pants, bleeding from a dozen rose thorn scratches, and tried to figure out what someone did when they woke up in the wrong body.

The answer, when it came, was simple and terrifying: you survived. However you could. Whatever it took.

But first, he needed pants.

Real pants. Adult pants. Because apparently, that's what his life was now. An adult body piloted by a kid's brain, with no instruction manual and no way back.

The universe had answered his wish.

And Leo was beginning to understand that answered wishes were less like gifts and more like curses that smiled while they destroyed you.

He pressed his forehead against his knees, feeling the scratch of stubble against his skin, and tried very hard not to cry with a man's voice in an alley that smelled like garbage and endings.








  
  

Chapter two
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Stranger in the House





The alley behind Leo's house smelled like defeat. 

Rotting produce from the restaurant two blocks over, motor oil from someone's perpetually leaking sedan, and beneath it all, the metallic tang of his own blood drying in the morning sun. Leo pressed himself against the dumpster, trying to make his new body small, which was like trying to fold a giraffe into a shoebox.

His stomach growled.

That, at least, was familiar. The hunger of a thirteen-year-old boy who'd missed dinner last night because he'd been too upset to eat, who'd slept through his mother's usual Saturday morning pancake ritual, who now occupied a body that apparently needed more fuel than his old one.

He needed food. Needed clothes. Needed a plan that extended beyond "hide in an alley until someone calls animal control."

The garage.

The thought surfaced with the kind of clarity that only comes from desperation. His dad's garage was accessible from the alley through a side door that was always unlocked because his dad kept forgetting his keys. Leo knew this because he'd snuck out that way twice last month to avoid his parents after particularly bad report cards.

If he could just get to the garage, he could find something to wear. His dad kept old coats in there, boxes of clothes destined for donation that never quite made it to Goodwill. Something would fit. Had to fit.

Leo peered around the dumpster. The alley stretched empty in both directions, a corridor of cracked asphalt and chain-link fences. Saturday morning meant most people were inside, nursing coffee and whatever illusions of productivity the weekend promised.

He moved.

His bare feet slapped against the pavement, still too loud, still drawing attention he couldn't afford. The torn pajama pants flapped around his legs like flags of surrender. Blood from the rose thorns had dried in streaks down his arms, turning his skin into a roadmap of bad decisions.

The Martinez garage sat at the end of their property line, a detached structure his dad had converted into a workshop-slash-storage unit-slash-place to hide from family obligations. The side door was exactly where Leo remembered it, painted blue and peeling, with a brass handle that had lost its shine years ago.

He grabbed the handle and pulled.

The door swung open with a creak that sounded like a scream in the quiet morning. Leo flinched, waiting for someone to investigate, but no one came. The garage interior was dark and cool, smelling of sawdust and motor oil and his dad's particular brand of organized chaos.

His eyes adjusted slowly. Workbench against the far wall, tools hung on pegboards, his dad's car usually parked in the center but absent now because his dad was on night shift at the hospital where he worked as a maintenance supervisor. And there, hanging on a hook by the door, was salvation.

The trench coat.

His dad called it his "detective coat," a relic from five years ago when he'd played a noir private eye in the community theater's production of some play Leo couldn't remember the name of. It was dramatic and oversized and his dad wore it maybe twice a year when he wanted to make his wife laugh.

Leo reached for it with hands that still felt like they belonged to someone else. The fabric was heavy, substantial, smelling faintly of mothballs and his dad's cologne. He slipped it on.

For the first time in his life, something oversized on his father fit him perfectly.

The shoulders aligned. The sleeves ended at his wrists instead of past his hands. The hem hit him at mid-thigh, which was exactly where it was supposed to hit. He'd spent his entire childhood swimming in his dad's clothes when he played dress-up, when he wanted to imagine what it would be like to be big, to be grown, to take up space in the world without apologizing for it.

Now the coat fit.

It should have felt like victory. Like wish fulfillment. Like everything he'd wanted.

Instead, it felt like a costume for a role he didn't know how to play.

Leo caught his reflection in the grimy window. The trench coat gave him an air of authority, of purpose, like he was someone who knew what he was doing. The stranger in the glass looked capable. Confident. Nothing like the scared kid underneath.

He belted the coat tight, trying to ignore the fact that he was still essentially naked beneath it. The torn pajama pants provided exactly zero coverage and even less dignity, but the coat was long enough to maintain some modesty. Barely.

His stomach growled again. Louder this time, insistent.

Food. He needed food. And his kitchen was right there, just on the other side of the backyard, through the door that led from the garage into the house's mudroom.

Leo knew this was stupid. Knew his mom was probably still in panic mode, phone in hand, ready to call the police about the intruder she'd heard in the bathroom. But teenage hunger didn't care about logic. His brain, still wired for the impulsivity of thirteen, told him he could sneak in, grab something quick, and get out before anyone noticed.

His brain was an idiot.

The mudroom door opened silently. Leo had oiled the hinges himself last month as part of his chores, never imagining he'd be grateful for it under these circumstances. He slipped through into the narrow space where his family kept their shoes and jackets, the detritus of everyday life piled in organized chaos.

The kitchen was just beyond, separated by a door that stood slightly ajar.

Through the gap, Leo could see his mother at the stove, her back to him, stirring something in a pan. The radio played softly, some NPR program about gardening. The coffemaker burbled its familiar song. Everything was exactly as it should be on a Saturday morning, domestic and safe and normal.

Except for the man-sized son hiding in the mudroom.

The cereal box sat on the counter. His favorite kind, the overly sugary stuff his mom only bought because he'd begged. All he had to do was reach in, grab it, and retreat. Three seconds. Maybe four. She wouldn't even turn around.

Leo stepped into the kitchen.

The floor creaked.

It was the same board that had always creaked, the one by the refrigerator that he'd learned to step over years ago. But his new body was heavier, and he'd forgotten to compensate, and the sound that escaped was sharp and clear and completely damning.

His mother turned.

For a second, they just looked at each other. Leo, frozen halfway across her kitchen in a trench coat and shredded pajama pants, hand outstretched toward the cereal. His mother, spatula raised, face cycling through confusion and recognition and dawning horror.

She opened her mouth.

"Mom, wait," Leo said, which was absolutely the wrong thing to say, but panic had shut down the part of his brain that understood strategy.

She screamed.

Not a gasp or a yelp. A full-throated scream, the kind reserved for home invasions and horror movies and finding strange men in your kitchen who somehow knew what to call you. The sound echoed off the tile, bounced around the copper pots hanging above the island, and stabbed through Leo's chest like a physical thing.

"I can explain," he tried, but his mother was already moving.

She grabbed the frying pan from the stove, the one she'd been using to cook eggs, and hefted it like a weapon. Grease dripped from the edge. Her eyes were wild, protective, the look of a mother who would burn the world to protect her children.

"GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!" She swung.

Leo jerked backward. The pan whooshed past his face, close enough that he felt the heat of recently-cooked breakfast. It smashed into the cabinet behind him. Wood splintered. A mug fell from its hook and shattered on the floor.

"Mom, please, it's me!" Wrong thing to say. Terrible thing to say. He knew it even as the words left his mouth. "It's Leo!"

She froze. The pan trembled in her hands. Her face had gone pale, lips pressed into a thin line. "How do you know my son's name?"

"Because I am your son!" The desperation in his voice was real, raw, thirteen years old wearing a stranger's vocal cords. "I know this doesn't make sense, but something happened, and I need you to just listen for one second—"

"Mommy?"

The small voice came from upstairs. Katie. His little sister, who was nine and afraid of thunderstorms and slept with a nightlight shaped like a unicorn.

His mother's eyes darted to the stairs. Then back to Leo. Then to the phone sitting on the counter, just three feet away.

"I'M CALLING THE POLICE!" She lunged for it.

Leo ran.

Not toward the phone, toward the door. The front door. The only exit that didn't involve going through his mother or past his sister. His feet, still bare and torn up from the alley, slapped against the hardwood. The trench coat billowed behind him like a cape.

He grabbed the doorknob, yanked it open, and burst out onto the front porch.

His father's car was pulling into the driveway.

Leo watched it happen in slow motion. His dad, returning from the night shift at the hospital, still in his maintenance uniform, tired eyes behind the windshield. Those eyes landed on Leo. Widened. His dad's mouth formed a word Leo couldn't hear through the glass.

The car jerked to a stop. His father's door flew open.

"HEY!" His dad's voice carried that particular note of paternal authority that Leo had heard a thousand times growing up. "STOP RIGHT THERE!"

Leo didn't stop.

He vaulted over the porch railing, landed badly on his new legs, and stumbled into a run. Behind him, his father was getting out of the car, his mother was screaming from inside the house, and Katie was crying somewhere upstairs, and the entire foundation of his life was crumbling like a sandcastle at high tide.

The street was hot.

Leo's bare feet hit the asphalt of Maple Avenue and immediately began to cook. The sun had been up for hours now, turning the pavement into a griddle. Each step sent pain lancing up through his heels, but stopping wasn't an option. Not with his dad yelling behind him, not with Mrs. Patterson two doors down standing on her lawn staring, phone already in hand.

"I'M CALLING 911!" Mrs. Patterson's voice, shrill with civic duty.

Leo ran harder.

Cars were starting to appear, people heading out for their Saturday errands. A woman in a minivan slowed down, her expression shifting from curiosity to alarm as she took in the barefoot man in a trench coat sprinting down a residential street. Her phone came out. Another witness. Another person who would tell the police about the intruder at the Martinez house.

The pain in his feet was getting worse. Blisters were forming, skin tearing on the rough asphalt. Leo needed to get off the main road, needed to disappear before someone tried to be a hero and tackle him.

He cut through the Johnsons' yard.

Their fence was four feet tall, white picket, decorative more than functional. The old Leo would have had to climb it, struggling over the top with all the grace of a baby deer. This Leo jumped it without thinking. His legs, longer and stronger, cleared the fence with room to spare.

He landed in their backyard and kept running.

The Johnsons' yard led to the Chens' yard, which led to a stretch of unfenced properties belonging to the houses on Birch Street. Leo ran through them all, vaulting obstacles his old body would have found impossible. Garden gnomes, decorative rocks, a kiddie pool someone had forgotten to drain. His new body was stronger, faster, more capable than anything he'd ever experienced.

It was exhilarating and terrifying and utterly surreal.

He ran until the houses gave way to the old elementary school property, the one that had been condemned two years ago after the roof caved in during a storm. Chain-link fence surrounded it, topped with barbed wire and "No Trespassing" signs that everyone ignored.

Leo found the gap he and his friends used to use, the place where someone had cut through the fence and peeled it back just enough for kids to slip through. He squeezed through sideways, his broader shoulders making it a tighter fit than he remembered. The fence scraped against his back, drawing fresh lines of pain across skin already tender from the roses.

On the other side was the playground.

It looked smaller than in his memory, more decrepit. The swings hung at odd angles, chains rusted and missing seats. The slide had developed a crack down the middle, making it unusable. The merry-go-round, once painted bright blue, had faded to a diseased grey-green that matched the moss growing along its base.

Leo collapsed onto the merry-go-round platform. His legs gave out and he just sat, panting, his new lungs working overtime to process the sprint he'd just completed. Everything ached. His feet were raw and bleeding. His back stung where the fence had caught him. The thorn scratches from earlier had reopened, adding fresh blood to the dried stains on his arms.

He tilted his head back and stared at the sky.

Blue and cloudless and indifferent. The universe didn't care that Leo Martinez had become someone else overnight. The sun would still rise, birds would still sing, and somewhere his parents were probably calling the police to report an intruder who knew their son's name.

His stomach growled again. Still hungry. Still desperate. Still a teenager's appetite in an adult body that needed fuel.

Leo forced himself to sit up. Inventory time. What did he have? What resources existed between him and complete disaster?

The trench coat. He was wearing that. It was something. Better than nothing. It covered the essentials and gave him a veneer of normalcy, assuming no one looked too closely at his bare, bloody feet.

What else?

The pockets. His dad always kept random stuff in his pockets. Movie ticket stubs, receipts, the detritus of a life lived in small transactions.

Leo shoved his hands into the coat's deep pockets and felt around.

Right pocket: Lint. A lot of lint. Something that might have been a mint once but had fused with the lint into a sort of archaeological artifact. A receipt from 2019, so faded the text was barely visible. He squinted at it. Dry cleaning. His dad had gotten the coat dry cleaned three years ago for eighteen dollars.

Not helpful.

Left pocket: More lint. A ticket stub to "Cats" at the community theater. His dad had insisted the whole family go see it, claimed it was a cultural touchstone, then spent the entire show loudly defending it while everyone else looked uncomfortable. Leo had hated every minute. Now, the memory felt precious. Evidence of a normal life he'd lost somewhere between yesterday and today.

Still not helpful.

Inside pocket: Something heavier. Rectangular. Leo's fingers closed around it and pulled it out.

A wallet.

Leather, worn soft with age, dark brown and bulging slightly. Leo held it like it might explode. Whose wallet was this? His dad didn't usually carry one in his coat. The coat was costume, a prop, not everyday wear.

He opened it.

A driver's license stared back at him from behind a clear plastic window. The face in the photo was familiar but not his dad's. Younger, taller, with a smile that suggested the photo had been taken on a particularly good day.

"Leonardo Martinez Sr."

His uncle. His dad's younger brother, the one who lived in Oregon and sent Christmas cards but rarely visited. The one the family called "Big Leo" because he'd gotten the height genes while Leo's dad had topped out at average. They looked similar, the Martinez genetics being strong, but Uncle Leo had always seemed larger than life. Confident. Successful. Everything Leo's dad wasn't quite.

Leo's hands shook as he examined the rest of the wallet's contents.

Forty-seven dollars in cash. Three twenties, a five, and two ones. Enough for maybe two meals if he was careful. A gym membership card with a logo he didn't recognize. A credit card with an expiration date two months away. And a business card, professionally printed on heavy stock:

Leonardo Martinez Sr.
Personal Trainer
Building Better Bodies, Building Better Lives

A phone number. An email address. A tiny logo of a person lifting weights.

Leo stared at the card for a long moment. At the name that was almost his name. At the face in the license that could, with some generosity and poor lighting, be mistaken for the face he'd seen in his own mirror this morning.

An idea began to form. Terrible. Desperate. Born from the same place that had made him wish for a different body in a janitor's closet.

He couldn't be Leo Martinez, thirteen-year-old student at Westfield Middle School. That person had disappeared into impossibility. But he could be Leonardo Martinez Sr. Uncle Leo. The personal trainer from Oregon who no one in town had seen in years. Who looked similar enough to Leo's dad that people might assume they were related. Who had ID and money and a plausible reason for existing.

Identity theft. That's what this was. Stealing someone's name and face and life. Except Uncle Leo lived two thousand miles away and barely kept in touch. Would he even know? Would he care?

Leo looked around the abandoned playground. At the rusted equipment and broken asphalt. At the school building beyond with its boarded windows and "Condemned" signs. At the fence that separated him from the world he used to know.

He couldn't go home. Not as he was. His parents would never believe the truth, and even if they did, what then? How do you reverse something like this? How do you un-wish a wish that some cosmic force has already granted?

He needed time. Time to figure out what had happened. Time to find the coin or discover some way to undo this. Time to survive in a body that wasn't his.

And to survive, he needed an identity.

"Leonardo Martinez Sr.," Leo said out loud, testing the name in his too-deep voice. "Leo. Coach Leo."

The name felt wrong in his mouth, ill-fitting as the body he was wearing. But wrong was better than nothing. Wrong was better than being the stranger who terrorized a family on Saturday morning.

He had forty-seven dollars, a gym membership, and a business card claiming he was a personal trainer. He had a name that was almost his own and a face that looked similar enough to the ID to maybe, possibly, hopefully pass casual inspection.

What he didn't have was pants.

Leo looked down at his shredded Minecraft pajama bottoms, the cartoon Steve grinning up at him from fabric that had given up all pretense of clothing. He couldn't walk into a store like this. Couldn't apply for a job or rent a room or do any of the things adults did to survive in the world.

First priority: pants.

Second priority: everything else.

Leo pulled the trench coat tighter around himself and stood on his torn-up feet. The merry-go-round creaked beneath him, a sound like grief expressed in metal. Somewhere beyond the fence, the world continued its Saturday morning routine. Families eating breakfast. Kids playing video games. Parents doing laundry and arguing about whose turn it was to mow the lawn.

Normal life. The life Leo used to have.

He couldn't have it back. Not today. Maybe not ever.

But he could survive. He could figure this out. He was thirteen years old with a thirteen-year-old's brain and a thirty-year-old's body and forty-seven dollars to his name.

He was, quite possibly, completely screwed.

But he was also, for the first time in his life, big enough that no one would push him around. Big enough that Kyle Brennan couldn't touch him. Big enough to take up space without apologizing.

He'd wished for this. Begged for this. And the universe, in its infinite cruelty or wisdom, had delivered exactly what he'd asked for.

Now he had to live with it.

Leo Martinez, age thirteen, stepped off the merry-go-round and started walking toward the gap in the fence. Leonardo Martinez Sr., personal trainer, identity thief, and accidental fugitive, needed to find a thrift store that didn't ask questions.

And maybe, just maybe, figure out how to be a person again.

His feet left bloody prints on the concrete as he walked away from the playground of his childhood, toward a future he couldn't imagine and didn't want, wearing a dead man's coat and a stolen name.

Behind him, the merry-go-round spun lazily in the breeze, rusted and forgotten, marking time for all the children who used to play there and never would again.
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