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      “We have to run.” I sat beside Neveah, staring at the Specter Screen in Trevor’s hands. “We need to get out of here right now.”

      “Run where, Jay?” Neveah looked over at me. “We have nowhere to go. This was our only safehouse.”

      “Not that safe,” I said. “GEAR knows exactly where this place is.”

      Taking out GEAR’s most powerful director didn’t even faze them. They just called a press conference and launched a manhunt to find us instead.

      “Hey, buddy.” I turned to Trevor, trying to sound calm and sympathetic. “Why don’t you turn that thing off.” He stood there, arms limp at his sides, the Specter Screen dangling next to his knee. The press conference had ended, but we could still hear reporters shouting questions through the speaker.

      “Jay’s right. Don’t listen to any more of GEAR’s lies.” Neveah shook her head and looked at him with sad, sympathetic eyes. “Switch that thing off and take all the time you need.”

      I didn’t know what to say to Trevor. He was my best friend. Just fifteen minutes ago, he believed GEAR had murdered his stepfather in a horrific fire. Now, his dad was on the screen, leading the press conference as GEAR’s new director. That was a lot for anyone to process, especially a twelve-year-old. I wanted to console him, but right now, we had much bigger problems.

      “We can’t stay here,” I half whispered to Neveah. “I know this sucks, but trust me, hanging around won’t end well.”

      I pressed my palms to my temples. Ghostly Reality Twines twisted and flowed off Trevor and Neveah, showing me all the possible futures based on our actions in the next few minutes. Each vision layered onto my reality, overwhelming me with sensory-saturated scenarios. GEAR’s serum allowed me to glimpse the future, but seeing every possible outcome at once was far from the Hollywood version of a superpower.

      The world viewed GEAR as a hero, but heroes didn’t secretly exploit kids for money and power. Once they learned to spread PsychSS like a plague, GEAR’s real agenda became clear: convert the visions and voices of PsychSS patients into predictions of the future. And the most gifted kids, like me, were left to descend into madness while watching everyone else’s future unfold.

      “Trevor.” Neveah turned her gaze from me and placed a hand on Trevor’s shoulder, softening her voice. “I can’t imagine how hard this is for you, and I’m so sorry. I promise we’ll stop and give you time to process this, but for now, we need to move until we know more about where we stand, okay?”

      Trevor looked at his chattering Specter Screen again. Neveah and I waited for him to respond, hoping he would show some sign that the news about his dad hadn’t left him in shock. I reached out to touch his shoulder, but my hand never got close.

      Trevor spun toward us, slashing the control wands of his Specter Screen through the air like a pair of daggers. “Where we stand? We’re standing in a giant pile of crap! I followed you to a giant pile of crap, I climbed up the pile of crap with you, and jumped off. And you know where we landed? In another giant pile of crap!”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from snickering. Trevor was such a good kid even his curses were G-rated.

      Unfortunately, as he switched from comatose to frantic, so did his Reality Twines. He didn’t know what to do, so Trevor envisioned a million different options at once... and I could see every one. It felt like a visual grenade exploding in my brain.

      “Please calm down.” I squinted and extended my hand toward him, trying to hold off my growing madness. “Everything is going to be okay. We just need to pack up and go. Then we can make a plan, and I can keep an eye on the future to be sure we don’t run into trouble.”

      That calmed Trevor a bit, but panic quickly morphed into sorrow as the implications of his stepdad’s press conference sank in.

      “I don’t understand.” He finally switched off the screen, letting his arms fall to his sides again. “Why wouldn’t my dad tell me he was alive? I thought GEAR killed him. He can’t be a part of this.”

      “I know.” Neveah wrapped him in a gentle hug. “We’ll figure this out, I promise. We stick together, no matter what. We will get through this.”

      The two of them stood there for a long moment, then Trevor took a deep breath and stepped away. “I’m going to go pack my bag.”

      He headed toward Neveah’s room in the back of the apartment, and I wondered if I should follow him. I started to move, but Neveah shook her head. “Give him a second,” she whispered.

      I stopped, and the two of us watched Trevor go, his shoulders slumped in sorrow.

      “No offense to Trevor, but I think I want to take Joe down even more than I wanted Edric.” I bared my teeth in anger and clenched my jaw. “What kind of dad does that to his son? Trevor’s a good kid. He doesn’t deserve this.”

      Neveah nodded. “Agreed. But for now, let’s get back on the street where we can disappear.”

      Unlike Trevor, Neveah’s Reality Twines had solidified into a single determined plan. Thanks to her unwavering devotion to the homeless population in this part of the city, she had a network of people willing to help at any time. Her homeless army had even defeated a well-armed guard unit who were ready to kill us. Now those same people would have to hide us if they could.

      “We can’t stay out there with your people forever,” I said, letting her know I could read her intentions. “It’ll work for now, but we can’t live on the street. We’re not equipped for that. Trevor can’t handle it... heck, I can’t handle it.”

      Neveah laughed. “Believe me, I act tough, but those people down there make me look like a helpless rabbit. I couldn’t live out there any more than you could. I have an idea, though.”

      That last sentence dripped with anger and dread. I squinted, trying to see what she had planned, but nothing looked... I wasn’t sure of the right word. Familiar? Correct? Whatever she was thinking seemed so out of pocket, even I couldn’t see it clearly. There was a strange man… and a boy. I could see wealth and power... anger, and resentment. My eyes widened as I realized what she had in mind.

      “We’re out of options.” She cut me off before I could respond, reading the shock on my face. “I only know one person who might be able to help us.” She shook her head. “Unfortunately, he’s just as likely to slap us in cuffs.”

      Trevor came sulking back from the bedroom, looking as sad as ever. He had all three backpacks stuffed with our belongings and ready to go.

      “I’m almost afraid to ask.” He read our expressions the moment he walked into the room and knew something was up.

      “Neveah has an idea. But I don’t know if it’s worth the cost.”

      Trevor looked even more worried. “What? Are we going to rob a bank or something?”

      “Worse,” Neveah said. “We’re going to see my father.”
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      Trevor and I stared at Neveah. She unzipped her backpack and pretended to check her belongings as if she didn’t notice. Trevor continued to gawk at her in shock, but it was her Reality Twines that filled with anxiety and confusion.

      The moment she decided to contact her father, a mass of Reality Twines grew out of the ether. A meeting with a man in an office, clean-cut and powerful. The only thing certain was the million ways it could go wrong. There was something else too. I thought I saw a kid with him. A boy, not much older than Trevor. He stood there for a moment, then he vanished as if he never existed at all.

      “What do you want?”  Neveah jerked her zipper shut with more force than necessary. “Stop staring at me!”

      Trevor shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought you said…” He trailed off, probably scared of what Neveah might do if he said the wrong thing.

      “You said you would never speak to him again.” Someone had to say it. Might as well be me. “We can figure out another way. You don’t have to do this.”

      Neveah let out a cynical laugh. “Okay, what are your suggestions?” She put a hand on her hip and raised an eyebrow at us.

      Trevor and I blinked.

      “Fine,” I blurted out. “We might not have an idea right now, but that doesn’t mean we can’t think of something on the fly. We always do.”

      Neveah dropped her hand, and her expectant posture relaxed.

      “Thanks. I really mean that. But this time, we’re in real trouble. Next time those GEAR agents show up, they won’t take any chances.”

      “This time we’re in real trouble?” Trevor mocked. “You mean as opposed to when GEAR chased us all over the city and tried to kill us? Jay’s right. Leave your parents out of this. You have my superior computer skills and Jay’s talent for… making me freak out, so we’re good.”

      Neveah reached out to hug Trevor, making him look about as comfortable as a land-trout. She let go of him and then turned to hug me too. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight, taking in the scent of her hair, the warmth of her body––

      “Oh my gosh, get a room.” Trevor reached out and yanked on our wrists.

      “You know, technically, this is all my room.”

      Neveah turned toward him but kept one arm around my waist. Trevor considered this for a moment and then narrowed his eyes.

      “Whatever.”

      “Listen, I hate to rush this party along, but we’re pressing our luck.” I gave them both a serious look. “Call it intuition.”

      I was slowly... very slowly, getting a handle on my Freak Power. I’d spent enough time with Trevor and Neveah that their Twines were pretty focused, as long as Trevor wasn’t in a panic. But that was just them. Put me in a room with five strangers, and things got a little rocky. The more people there were, the harder it was to distinguish reality from potential futures. Roaming a busy street filled with infinite possibilities? Let’s just say I wasn’t quite there yet.

      Neveah shoved a pair of noise-canceling headphones into my hands. “Here. I picked these up for you while I was out the other night. They should be better than the cheap ones we got at the quickie mart.”

      White noise and noise-canceling headphones helped, but if my psychosis really stepped off the edge, Neveah was the only one who could pull me back. Just picturing her face calmed me in a way nothing else could. Looking into her eyes could make an entire room disappear.

      “Thanks.” I shot her a sheepish grin.

      She grinned back. “They’ve got fresh batteries, and I put spares in your backpack just in case.”

      Trevor rolled his eyes and opened the door. “I’m leaving.”

      I laughed and followed Neveah into the hall. This had been her home, but she never looked back. Now GEAR had forced all three of us out of our homes. Mine wasn’t much of a sacrifice; my foster parents had always been just this side of vermin. But Trevor lost his stepfather and his house in one fell swoop. Now Neveah had lost her home as well. I couldn’t imagine things getting much worse.

      Then again, we were about to ask Neveah’s father for help. A man who gave up his son and drove his only daughter away. Sometimes I think we're all allergic to good decisions.
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      “Are you sure we should park here?” Trevor leaned between the front seats of our little white Jeep as Neveah turned into a large parking structure in downtown. “It seems a little... you know, busy.”

      I didn’t dare look at him. I had no doubt my nervous friend produced enough Reality Twines to clog the cross-town tunnel. Instead, I marveled at the mirrored skyscraper that towered over the parking garage.

      “Busy is the point,” Neveah huffed. “If we park the Jeep in the middle of nowhere, it’ll be easy to spot. This parking garage is always full of cars. All we have to do is back into a spot, pull off the front plate, and it will be like planting a tree in the National Forest.”

      The Jeep we acquired at Trevor’s stepfather’s garage had served us well, but even I knew this was probably our last ride. If GEAR was looking for us, they could find this Jeep as easily as they found Neveah’s apartment.

      “It’s not too late to back out of this.” I turned to look at Neveah, but she stared stoically out the windshield as she navigated the spiraled roadway inside the garage.

      “If I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be.”

      When we reached the fifth level, Neveah pulled the Jeep into a vacant spot between an old Toyota Highlander and a Chevy Equinox. She was right; we blended in here like snow in Alaska.

      Neveah cut the engine, and Trevor jumped out of the back. I hopped out next, and Neveah followed after fishing something out of her backpack.

      “Here,” she said, holding a compact multi-tool out to Trevor.

      He looked down at it and back up at her. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

      “The front license plate…” She let her eyes drift to the Jeep’s front bumper.

      Trevor sighed. “Why do I always have to do the manual labor? I’m the little kid, remember? I’m supposed to be outside playing baseball and eating junk food while you two do all the work. I’m going to get all sweaty.”

      He snatched the multi-tool from Neveah’s hand and crouched to work on the screws.

      Neveah snorted a laugh. “You’re removing a license plate, not tarring a roof. Besides, a kid like you should sweat once in a while.”

      “If I believed in sweating, I wouldn’t have spent all my time in the air conditioning, learning about computers.”

      I shook my head, watching Trevor struggle with the second screw. As soon as it broke free, the metal plate clattered to the ground, sounding much louder than it was in the echoed stillness of the garage.

      “You can play evil computer overlord later.” Neveah grinned down at him. “For now, hide that plate behind the backseat so we can get inside and⁠—”

      Trevor stood, giving Neveah a defiant look, then tossed the plate over the windshield of the Jeep. It bounced off the backseat and clattered onto the floorboard. When we looked at him again, Trevor crossed his arms and glared at us. I barely held back another laugh.

      Neveah walked over, retrieved her multi-tool from Trevor, and folded it up to stow it in her pack.

      “If you need to cool off after all that exercise, you can wait out here.” Neveah spun on her heels and headed for the elevators. “I’m going in.”

      Trevor glared for another second, then we both turned to follow her. From the garage elevator, it was only a short walk to the main entry of the building. The huge glass doors were tall enough to let a giant through without ducking. They had thick chrome handles and big ornate hinges, like something you’d see on a bank vault. Not surprising, considering all the glass they had to support. Inside, the lobby was just as impressive as the gleaming skyscraper’s exterior.

      I paused to take in the grey marble, furniture too nice for anyone to actually use, and real shrubbery, not the plastic plants you see in the local post office. People in designer business wear clicked across the floor in expensive shoes and Hollywood hairstyles. Everywhere I looked, there were virtual vid-phones, high-end Specter Screens, and holograms hovering above watches. I had never witnessed such a parade of pompous self-importance, but Neveah marched right through it as if she owned the place. Trevor and I followed her through the cavernous lobby to a set of elevators framed in chrome... and more chrome.

      “You never really told us where your father works or what he does.” Trevor stared at her with an innocent smile.

      The elevator doors opened, and we all stepped inside. Neveah took a deep breath to steady herself, then reached out and hit the button for the 56th floor.

      In buildings like this, the top floors were typically protected by some form of security. Pressing the button for the highest floor activated a secondary identification requirement. In this case, a touchscreen keypad on the left of the elevator panel came to life. To my surprise, Neveah entered an eight-digit code, then the elevator doors closed with a ding.

      “Your dad works on the top floor?” My eyebrows raised in surprise and curiosity.

      “Not exactly.” Neveah fixed her gaze on the elevator buttons, avoiding eye contact with me and Trevor. “He… sort of works all over the building.”

      “Like a building manager?” Trevor asked, confusion etched on his face.

      Neveah sighed. “More like he owns the building and everyone in it. Or at least that’s what he likes to think. He does stuff with computers and software.”

      Trevor and I took an involuntary step back, staring at her in silence.

      “I knew you’d freak out if I told you,” Neveah snapped, turning her head to look at both of us. “My dad is rich. My whole family is, I guess. At least when it comes to money.”

      She paused, allowing that statement to sink in.

      “Everyone in this building might see him as some big shot, but to me, he’s just the man who sent my brother away to die.”

      I nodded in understanding, and Trevor did the same.

      “Does he know we’re coming, or are we just dropping in for a surprise?”

      Before Neveah could respond, the elevator doors opened into a small lobby walled with mirrors and forest-green logos. Two security guards were stationed behind a counter on the far side, and the wall behind them displayed another polished logo featuring a lightning bolt piercing a planet.

      Neveah marched forward, full of anger and hostility.

      Trevor and I exchanged glances then followed her out, knowing we had no choice unless we wanted to ride the elevator back down to the ground floor.

      “We’re here to see Danny Romero.” Neveah crossed her arms and glared at the guards, daring them to defy her.

      “Mr. Daniel Romero,” the guard on the left enunciated the name, “does not accept visitors.”

      A scar marred the outer edge of his right eye, making me think he was lucky to have both eyes intact.

      The second guard, a barrel-chested brute, stood and began to walk around the desk. “I don’t know how you three got up here, but this is a secured area.”

      He offered a tight-lipped smile meant to appear friendly, but Barrel Chest’s eyes were all business.

      As he moved, a mass of potential futures began to swirl around us, and almost all of them looked bleak... very bleak. I glanced at Trevor, and regretted it. He radiated so many Reality Twines, just looking at him made my head ache.

      I pressed my hands to my temples, squeezing my skull. “Trevor, you have to calm down.”

      Neveah turned to me. When she saw my pained expression, her anger shifted to concern, and she leaned in slightly to meet my eyes. “You okay?”

      Her calm gaze washed over me, easing the meltdown brewing in my mind.

      I took a few deep breaths, maintaining eye contact, then nodded. The flood of chaos had receded, at least for the moment.

      She nodded back then snapped her head around again. “Just tell him Neveah Romero is here to see him.” This time she emphasized her name, making sure they noted the matching surname.

      Barrel Chest paused, narrowing his eyes in disbelief. “Mr. Romero’s daughter would know enough to call ahead.”

      Now Scarface stood as well, directing his gaze at us instead of Neveah. “And who are your friends? Mr. Romero’s long-lost cousins? Why don’t you three turn around, get back on the elevator, and we’ll forget this happened.”

      I stepped forward and placed a hand on Neveah’s shoulder, struggling to see through the growing number of negative futures swirling into existence. Neveah’s lips curled back in an angry snarl. If we didn’t leave soon, the likely outcome would turn dark, and possibly violent.

      “Maybe we can come back some other time.” I urged Neveah to turn slightly so I could make meaningful eye contact. Once she saw my concern, understanding followed.

      The rage boiling behind her expression melted into angry defeat.

      “Fine.” She glared at the two smirking guards. “We’ll leave so I can make your stupid phone call, then the three of us will be right back here, where I’ll get to watch you two idiots hide behind your desk.”

      Scarface rolled his eyes and spread his arms to usher us back into the elevator. “Sounds wonderful. I look forward to seeing you all again. This has been great, but it’s time for you to⁠—”

      “Neveah?”

      Neveah’s angry expression instantly transformed into a smug smile of victory as she turned to face the guards.

      The new voice came from behind them. I leaned to my left to see a man standing several yards beyond the security desk, lingering in the arched entryway that led to the rest of the floor.

      “Neveah. What are you doing here?”

      His question carried no malice, only surprise and joy.

      Poorly trained security would have turned to look at the newcomer, but both Scarface and Barrel Chest kept their eyes fixed on us.

      “These three children came up on the elevator unannounced, sir.” Scarface’s demeanor became far less hostile.

      The man strode forward to stand beside Neveah, then turned to face the guards.

      “The security brief for this building includes photographs of my daughter.”

      He glared at them and pointed at Neveah. “If you had done your job and reviewed your brief, you would have known exactly who this is.”

      Scarface and Barrel Chest nodded emphatically and retreated back to their security counter, just as Neveah had predicted.

      “Apologies, Miss Romero.” Scarface nodded to her but didn’t quite grovel. “This oversight won’t happen again.”

      “You can be sure of that.” The man glared at them for a moment, allowing the ominous statement hang in the air. 

      When he turned back to Neveah, his expression shifted to pure joy. “Neveah, I can’t believe you’re here. I’m so happy to see you. Who are your friends?”

      Neveah sighed and turned toward Trevor and me. “Dad, this is Jay and Trevor. We don’t have time for games. I’m sure you’ve seen the news and know what’s going on. You probably know more than the police do. If you’re not ready to get your hands a little dirty, we can leave.”

      Trevor and I cringed at the terse way Neveah spoke to her father. Mr. Romero’s joyful expression faltered as he looked down at his daughter, then at us.

      “Follow me. We can discuss your situation in my office.”
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      Neveah’s father looked like a high-class lawyer out of an old movie. The ones where you had to sit in a theater and watch a big, flat 2D screen. He wore a gray tailored suit, a burgundy tie, and his shoes looked like they had been hand-crafted in a sacred Italian monastery. His slicked-back hair, manicured nails... even his clean-shaven face was preened to perfection. He had the same caramel colored skin as Neveah, and I wouldn’t say it out loud, but I could see where she inherited her stylish taste.  

      We followed him past the security desk and through the arched entryway. I expected a sea of cubicles or rows of executive offices, but instead, we entered a circular atrium that looked down three floors into the center of the building. Chrome railings encircled each level, and above us, a colossal skylight bathed the whole area in natural light. It was a striking blend of nature and modern architecture.

      Trevor and I couldn’t help but pause to gaze over the railing.

      “Have you ever seen anything like this?” I raised my eyebrows and shook my head.

      “Yeah,” Trevor said. “At the multi-sport superdome.”

      “I wonder if they sell chocolate-covered bacon.” I laughed.

      “Ugh.” Trevor grimaced. “That’s disgusting.”

      “I’ll be happy to take you on a tour of the entire facility after we talk.”

      Trevor and I looked up to see Neveah’s father had stopped to look back at us.

      Neveah said nothing, but the jaw-grinding scowl on her face conveyed her anger just as well.

      I tugged on Trevor’s shirt to get him moving.

      “Don’t knock it ‘til you try it,” I whispered. “Chocolate-covered bacon is amazing. Actually, anything with bacon is amazing.”

      “Yeah?” Trevor whispered back. “What about liver?”

      I snickered. “Okay, you win.”

      We hurried to catch up as Neveah and her father moved forward. We circled half of the atrium, doing our best not to gawk, then we paused next to a wall of opaque white glass. Mr. Romero placed his hand on an invisible palm reader, then a seamless doorway appeared, sliding open as if by some silent form of technological witchcraft.

      Trevor and I exchanged glances; we didn’t need to say anything. He was just as awestruck as I was.

      Mr. Romero’s office, if it could even be called an office, was a step above everything we had seen so far. The room was large enough to be mistaken for a concert venue, with a smooth pane of seamless glass that formed the exterior wall. The effect made it feel as if there was nothing there at all, just an open overlook onto the city below... from a million feet in the sky. Mr. Romero walked over to a desk roughly the size of an aircraft carrier and leaned against it. He waved his hand, deactivating a curved virtual display that hovered just above the surface, then beamed at his daughter.

      Trevor and I stood on either side of Neveah. She, in turn, left enough space between herself and her father to drive a truck through. I wanted to take advantage of the plush red synth-suede, or maybe even real suede, guest chairs. I would have even sat on the matching sofa lounger to our left, but Neveah seemed determined to remain uncomfortable.

      “I apologize for the smoke and mirrors out there, but the less my guards know about you and your situation, the better.”

      His Reality Twines were remarkably calm, considering the circumstances. In fact, there were only two Twines emanating from him, a stark contrast to the countless futures Neveah projected, all of which seemed to involve yelling or some level of violence.

      Neveah crossed her arms and kept her icy glare. I could see if I didn’t step in, this meeting would devolve into something… less than constructive.

      “Mr. Romero, thank you for seeing us.” I placed a hand on Neveah’s shoulder, offering an encouraging smile. She turned her glare toward me, and my smile melted like candle wax on a gas fire.

      “Call me Danny. Any friend of Neveah’s is a friend of mine.” Danny wore a smile, but it was different from the one he displayed in front of the security guards. Out there, his smile was full of teeth and cheesy cheer; now it seemed different. Like a predator ready to pounce. It was thoughtful, caring, and unsettling all at the same time.

      “Okay, thanks Danny.” I returned my most genuine smile, though I suspected he was aware of the effect his demeanor had on us. “Neveah told us quite a bit about you. It’s nice to finally put a face to her stories.”

      Danny’s eyebrow raised as he saw through my lie. “Is that right?” He glanced at Neveah, who still had her arms crossed, glaring death daggers at him. “I was under the impression my daughter would rather pretend I didn’t exist at all.”

      I sighed. It was hard to be diplomatic when someone threw a grenade like that.

      Trevor cringed and stepped back, bracing for the fallout. Even I pulled my hand away from Neveah, allowing her to unleash the powder keg she had bottled up inside.

      “I am not the one who wished a member of our family never existed. You sent Frankie to those mind butchers because you were too busy with your precious company to take care of him. You and Mom couldn’t wait to throw him away the moment I was gone.” Neveah’s arms dropped to her sides, fists clenched. Tears welled in her eyes, and her face flushed with deep red fury.

      “Frankie was my brother, and whether you want to admit it or not, he was your son. You tossed him away like garbage. For what? This?”

      She gestured toward our luxury surroundings.

      “Then you threw money at me to ease your conscience, as if enough cash could bury him from
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