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			DEDICATION

			To Averi

			Auntie loves you.

		

	
		
			A Reluctant Move

			Chapter 1

			If his little brother didn’t stop blabbering soon, Jon would lose his mind. The six-day drive from Florida to Washington State seemed endless enough without having to listen to his younger brother, Peter, reciting the events of the Civil War or a scene-by-scene recount of the last Captain Jupiter comic he read.

			At least Jon could pop in earbuds. He adjusted the volume on his phone until the music drowned out Peter’s voice. Out the van window, evergreen trees went from sparsely sprinkling the hills to crowding the road in tall, thick clusters. Eastern Washington had been hilly and desert-like, but here on the other side of the mountains, the scenery was just as he remembered. 

			He adjusted his neck pillow, tucking it into his oversized hoodie. Beside him, his twin brother, Frank, snored as he leaned against the van’s window. Jon wondered how he could sleep with all of Peter’s chatter. Even Auntie Gladys in the front passenger seat had secretly sneaked her earplugs in. Thankfully Clara, his little sister, had stopped asking if they were almost there.

			

			It wasn’t the first time Jon wished his mother would have let him ride in the moving truck with Dad and Eugene. For the last six days, Eugene had enjoyed the peaceful cabin of the moving van, since he now had a driver’s license and was Dad’s backup driver. 

			Jon scrolled through his phone, though it had lost signal a few hours ago. The only game that still worked without service was a leaping frog app he had maxed out the levels on. Jon was about to tap on the replay button when the car jerked suddenly. He put his hand out to stop his head from hitting Aunt Gladys’s seat. 

			“What happened?” Frank said.

			“Don’t worry, it will be OK, kids.” Mom steered the car to the side of the road. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

			“Is it a flat tire?” Peter asked. “Maybe we’re out of gas? Do we need an oil change? I once read—” 

			“Shut up, Pete! Nothing you read is important right now,” Jon growled. 

			Peter’s eyes widened, and he lowered his head. 	“I was just trying to help.” 

			Jon sighed as he rolled open the van door to get out. He couldn’t listen to Peter one second longer. He stormed to the front of the van as something hissed from under the hood. 

			“OK, Aunt Gladys, do it now!” Mom shouted, and the lock released with a popping sound. She wrapped her jacket around her hand and lifted the hood. A plume of steam seeped out, and they stepped back to escape the smoke. Jon wrinkled his nose at the strange, sweet smell that radiated from the engine. 

			

			“That isn’t good,” Frank said from beside him. 

			“She’s overheated,” Mom said. “To be honest, I’m surprised she made it this far.”

			“This trip keeps getting better and better.” Jon kicked the van’s tire. “I don’t even understand why we had to move.”

			Mom’s shoulders sank, and a frown crept onto her face. She pressed her cell phone to her ear. “Just sit tight, kids. I’m going to see if I can get ahold of your father. He shouldn’t be too far ahead of us.”

			“Good luck getting reception,” Jon said, and his mom shot him a frustrated glare. 

			“Hey.” Frank nudged him. “Could you adjust your attitude? Mom is stressed out. Don’t make it worse.”

			Jon knew his brother was right, but this whole move had been her fault. He wasn’t ready to forgive her yet for moving them out of Florida. 

			In July, Mom had applied for a new job at Unity City, the capital city of gifted society. She got the offer, and a month later, the whole family was packed up to move. Of course, Mom and Dad had explained it many times. They wanted everyone to be closer to him and his brothers. He, Frank, and Eugene attended West Hills School for the Perceptually Gifted for most of the year, and this year, Peter was supposed to start at West Hills too—that is, if his ability came in. 

			But despite what his mom and dad said, Jon knew the real reason for the move, even if his parents wouldn’t admit it. They wanted to keep an eye on them. Part of him understood why. The last three years had been chaotic at West Hills. Each year had seemed more dangerous and unpredictable than the last. Jon didn’t have high hopes for this coming year either, not with Obsidian on the loose—the mysterious villain with a gift that allowed him to transfer his consciousness into anyone.

			No, this move was about more than keeping the family close. It meant trips home on the weekends, evening school visits from his mom and dad, and “you forgot your underwear” pop-ins. School was his sacred place, and now it would be infected with . . . parents. 

			“I can’t get ahold of your father.” Mom bit her lip and leaned against the van’s grill. “Do either of you have reception?” 

			They both shook their heads. 

			Aunt Gladys rolled down the window and waved at them. “Just let her sit for a bit. Maybe we can inch her to the next town.”

			“Might as well inch her to the house. We’re almost there.”

			Jon peered around at the tall evergreen trees densely lining the highway—a highway he hadn’t seen a soul on for the last ten minutes. Almost there? How did people live out here? 

			Very comfortably, actually. A voice popped into his mind, and Jon’s head whipped to the left, where a vehicle slowed down next to them. Behind the wheel of a dirty SUV sat a woman with short golden hair and a sly smile. She winked at him as she rolled the window down. “I heard you had car trouble.” 

			“Heard? From whom?” Mom said. “I can’t seem to get reception out here, and I don’t think my husband knows we’re stuck.”

			

			“Yeah, cell service is the worst in this area, but there are other ways to communicate. That one there sent out a message.” She pointed to Frank. 

			“Frank?” Jon said. 

			“My phone didn’t work, so I—”

			“Us telepaths have to stick together.” The woman stuck her hand out the window, and Mom took it. “He’s just lucky I was coming back from town. I’m Abby, by the way.” 

			“Abby? Like, the Abby I’ve been emailing about the house?” 

			“Yep, small world. It can be even smaller out here. You must be Cecelia then.” She opened the car door and stepped down. “Now, how many you got here? I can seat seven if I pull the third row up.”

			“Seven should be just fine.” Mom smiled. “What about the van?”

			“I’ll get Howie to tow her into his shop once we get you all settled. Best mechanic in town. Well . . . he’s the only mechanic in town.” She laughed.

			Ten minutes later, Jon was squished between Aunt Gladys and Clara in the middle seat of Abby’s SUV, a chattering Peter behind him and a dead battery on his phone. Would this road trip never end?

			“We aren’t far, five or six minutes out from the house.” Abby pulled back onto the road and turned down the country music playing on the stereo. 

			“Did you know that if your car overheats, you’re not supposed to open the hood right away?” Peter said. “It can be really hot and burn you! Mom, you should have waited.”

			“You should have told her earlier, know-it-all.” Jon glared at Pete. 

			“Hey, boys, let’s cool it.” The warning in Mom’s voice made Jon sit straighter in his seat. 

			“Where did you learn that, buddy?” Abby asked. 

			“Oh, um . . . ,” Peter stuttered. “I read it in the manual while Mom was outside.”

			“Hmm . . . you read the whole manual while your mom was looking under the hood?” Jon caught a gleam in the woman’s eyes from the rearview mirror. “You know, my daughter can do that too.”

			“Do what?” Mom asked.

			“She can read real fast. Remember all the facts. How old are you, bud?”

			“I’ll be ten next week.”

			“My Harper is ten too. She’ll be excited to know another sage her age.”

			“Oh, no, he hasn’t been tested yet,” Mom said, but Jon’s head was spinning at the idea. “We aren’t sure he is gifted.”

			“Mm-hmm.” Abby sounded slightly intrigued. “I guess we’ll see.”

			As the car turned down a dirt road, Frank tugged on Jon’s collar, then linked them telepathically. Peter, a sage? 

			It makes sense. I don’t know why it took us this long to see the signs, Jon said.

			I kinda feel bad about avoiding him this summer then. Frank gave Jon a knowing look. 

			Peter had a passion for knowledge and books. He’d been an avid reader for as long as Jon could remember, but lately, his brother had been different—shouting out random and unasked-for information. For the last few months, Jon and Frank had easily avoided the constant jabbering by pretending to be busy whenever Peter tried to get their attention. Nighttime was the worst. Pete was a sleep talker. He always had been, but this summer it was almost nonstop. Dad had even moved Peter out of their old room. 

			“Wait, is that our new house?” Peter shouted. 

			As the SUV pulled into the driveway, a rustic home with a green metal roof and natural wood siding appeared from around the corner. The moving van was parked in front, and Dad ran over to greet them. Shakes, their golden retriever, jumped out of the moving van and almost knocked Jon over.

			“Where have you been? I’ve been so worried.” Dad pulled Mom into a hug as soon as she got out of the car; then he held her away from him for a few moments to check her over. “You all OK?”

			“Van overheated, but we’re fine. Abby came along at just the right time,” Mom said. 

			“Don’t you worry, Mr. Reed, just a little car trouble. I’ll get it taken care of,” Abby said. “In the meantime, why don’t I give you a little tour?” 

			The house felt old. Jon wrinkled his nose at the dirty siding and sloped foundation. Instead of going in, Abby took them over to a large machine attached to the side. 

			

			“This is your generator. During bad weather, we can lose power out here, and the power company doesn’t prioritize these rural areas if the outage is wide. The generator sure is handy for that. Oh, and this . . .” She walked over to a large tank and tapped it gently with her sturdy hiking boot. “This is your propane. It will give you electricity, hot water, all the comforts you need. They just refilled it, but once or twice a year, she’ll need to be topped off again.”

			“Did you know there are animals in the woods?” Peter asked. “There are bears, wolves, coyotes, bobcats, cougars, deer, elk, eagles—”

			“Bears?” Clara gripped Mom’s hand tightly. 

			“You’re right, bud,” Abby said. “But no need to worry, darling. They don’t like to hang out around people much. While we’re out here, you can still see your neighbors through the trees. My house is right there. Most of the big animals shy away from these areas, though the deer enjoy trotting around here. You should be more worried about the more annoying critters, such as squirrels, chipmunks, and raccoons. They don’t mind getting into a little trouble.”

			“I’ve seen a lot of deer and squirrels at the school but never any wolves or bears, so you’ll be fine, Clara.” Frank patted her back, and she smiled at him. 

			“You folks ready to see inside?” Abby asked.
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			Frank wrinkled his nose. The new house smelled. It smelled like a shower when someone forgot to turn the fan on, or an old sock left out in the rain—musty and stale with a hint of ick!

			Abby took them from room to room. This Washington house was much smaller than their old house. There were four bedrooms, an open loft, and a kitchen, which was more of a hallway than a room. One large family room also served as a dining room.

			Smaller, isn’t it? Frank said to Jon through their link.

			I miss the old house already. I bet they’re going to put us and Pete up in the loft, Jon said. 

			Well, we don’t live here most of the year. I would understand why. 

			Jon huffed in response.

			“Well, I guess that’s about it,” Abby said with her hands on her waist. “I’m going to work on getting your car towed. Howie truly is the best. I’m sure it won’t take more than a few days to get it running again. Right in time for the election.” 

			“Election?” Peter asked. “For, like, the president?”

			“Nope, bud, it’s an election for the next high chancellor.” Abby pulled a button out of her pocket that said Vote for Karam. “I support Master Karam for the position. Here, touch it.”

			She let Peter touch the button, and the words scrambled and morphed to say Only unity can bring peace.

			“Wow, cool!” Peter touched it several more times to watch the button’s magical transition. 

			Abby’s smile widened. I knew it. He’s gifted, she thought but didn’t notice that Frank picked up the words. 

			

			Reading people’s minds without their knowledge was a frowned-upon though tempting habit, but reading another telepath’s mind without them knowing was a much harder skill—one Frank wanted to perfect. 

			It was sneaky, he knew. What would Mortensen or Professor Owens, his gifts teacher, say if they found out? They’d probably say he was abusing his gift. But Frank didn’t see it that way. He had reasons for breaking the rules. Good ones. And it all started and ended with Obsidian. 

			“So, you’re back.” A voice to Frank’s left made him wince; he’d hoped to avoid that voice just a little longer. Outside the open window stood a girl with twisted braids and a yellow raincoat. She watched him with pleading eyes. Cleo. The phantom girl only he could see was back. 

			Someone tapped his shoulder. 

			“Hey, kids, let’s unload the van.” Dad waved them outside, and Frank gave Cleo a small shake of his head. He wasn’t ready to talk to her yet. 

			By dinnertime, Frank and his brothers had brought in most of the essentials: mattresses, kitchen and bathroom stuff, blankets, pillows, and the dining room table. Frank’s whole body ached. They sat on boxes or bins placed around the room as Aunt Gladys handed out open cans of chili and plastic spoons. 

			“I can’t wait till we unpack the kitchen,” she said. 

			“When are we getting Wi-Fi?” Eugene asked as he thumbed through his phone. “My phone doesn’t work out here.”

			“They should be installing it next week,” Dad said. 

			

			“Why do three of us have to sleep in the loft? There isn’t even a door,” Jon said.

			“I like it—” Peter chimed in.

			“Well, I don’t. Why don’t you put Eugene in the loft with Peter, and we can have his room.”

			“This place smells funny.” Clara pinched her nose. “I don’t like it.”

			“I don’t like it either,” Jon said.

			“I mean, our old house was better.” Eugene twirled his spoon in his chili. 

			Dad fidgeted. 

			Mom bit her lip and put down her food. 	“Look, kids, I know this is a big change—”

			“No, Mom, Dad, why did you move us here?” Jon stood. “This is the worst! I found a dead mouse where my mattress was supposed to go.”

			“A mouse!” Clara’s bottom lip trembled. “Is there a mouse in my room too?”

			“Hey!” Dad’s voice boomed in the small space as he got to his feet. “Look, your mom and I have our reasons for this move. If another person complains one more time, I will—” He sighed heavily and ran a hand through his hair, and Mom reached out to grip his shoulder. After a few deep breaths, he went on calmly, “I know. I know. It’s not what you expected. It’s not what you’re used to. The rooms are smaller. The cell reception is bad. It could use some cleaning and fixing.”

			“Don’t forget it’s cold,” Peter said.

			

			“And dark,” Clara added.

			“And I can’t text anyone, and they probably think I died,” Eugene teased.

			“Yes, yes, all those things.” Dad smirked. “You may not know all the reasons for this move, but I promise you they are important. In the end, we will have a good life here, not because we will have everything we had in Florida but because we have each other. It won’t be the same. It will be different, but different isn’t—”

			Jon groaned and rolled his eyes. “Don’t tell me ‘different isn’t all bad, sometimes different can be good.’ That’s so annoying.”

			“You want to go to bed early, Jonathan?” Mom said. 

			“Sure, it isn’t like I can’t hear you all from the open balcony upstairs.”

			“Hey.” Dad’s voice lowered, and the serious tone sent a shiver down Frank’s spine. “You don’t talk to your mom like that.”

			Mom stood up and touched Dad’s shoulder again. 

			“This is a very big change,” she whispered, placing both her hands on Jon’s shoulders next. He sucked in a breath that almost looked like a shudder. “It makes sense we’re all feeling stress and pain.”

			“I’m sorry, Mom.” Jon leaned into her as she wrapped her arms around him. Frank and his brother were tall enough now that their heads could rest in the crook of their mother’s shoulder and neck. 

			“There is a lot of land here. It’s only one of the reasons we picked this place. Maybe we could add on a few bedrooms?” Mom said.

			“Yeah, that’s an easy fix.” Dad sat back down. “For now, we can make it work, right? I need to ask you all to be patient. By the time you come back from school for summer break, things will be better.” And safer. 

			Dad’s thoughts slammed into Frank with such intensity his heart started to race. Safer? 

			His parents were worried about something, and for the first time since they’d announced the move, Frank wondered if he had gotten it all wrong. Maybe there were more reasons than just being closer together. Had his parents decided to move because they wanted to or because they had to?

		

	
		
			Power Play

			Chapter 2

			A few days later, Jon’s parents piled them into the newly fixed van and headed toward Unity City. The twenty-minute drive followed a different route from the one the West Hills bus had taken the year before. From the two-lane highway, Dad pulled onto a narrow, poorly maintained dirt road. The bumps and ruts bounced them all up and down, making Jon’s seat belt pull tight as if he were on a roller coaster. 

			“Do you think this is why Abby suggested we get an all-wheel-drive car for work?” Mom asked, holding on to the bar above the window.

			“Yeah, I can’t imagine you driving on this in the winter.” Dad pointed out the windshield. “Well, that looks ominous.”

			At the end of the road was a rocky cliff with chain netting around it and a big sign: BEWARE OF FALLING ROCKS.

			“No, that’s in the directions. Turn here,” Mom said as she read a letter in her hand.

			“That’s a cliff!” Eugene was gripping the sides of his seat. “Are you sure that’s right? They want us to drive off the cliff?”

			Mom’s eyes scanned the letter again, and she smiled. “Yep!”

			Jon closed his eyes as Dad turned the wheel. The van tilted down at an angle, then rolled gently onto a very overgrown road. Peeking through his fingers, Jon noticed another rocky cliff ahead, this one covered by a cascading waterfall with a pool of water beneath it. 

			“Through there,” Mom said.

			Frank linked with him. We’re going through the waterfall? 

			I wouldn’t be surprised, Jon said. 

			“Don’t worry, kids. It’ll be just like the carwash.” Dad stepped on the gas, and the van revved through the pool—which wasn’t more than a foot deep—and through the waterfall’s curtain. 

			The sight on the other side made Jon’s eyes widen. 

			Before them was a rocky tunnel with a cracking concrete road. The van’s headlights turned on as Dad continued driving through what looked like an endless cavern. 

			“Wow, it’s like a secret entrance.” Peter pressed his face to the window. “Just like in those comic books!”

			“Unity City has several secret entrances. This one is used a bit less, but it’s the closest to us,” Mom said. 

			The road ended at a brick wall, and Dad slowed the car down to pull up to a small rusty keypad. 

			“This is the passcode.”

			Dad glanced at Mom’s instructions and entered the code on the keypad. The brick wall screeched and shook, opening to a fluorescently lit parking garage, and after the car entered, the brick wall shuddered closed behind them.

			“Where are we?” Eugene asked.

			“We’re under the Crimson Tower,” Mom said as they parked. “Come on, kids, we don’t want to be late for Peter’s appointment.”

			“Yay!” Peter squeezed out the van door before everyone else and continued to bounce on his toes. 

			Jon couldn’t help but be impressed by his little brother’s courage. During his and Frank’s assessment, he remembered how afraid he’d been for Frank, whose gift had made him very sick, and for himself. But Peter had been in a gifted family for years now. He’d watched his three older brothers get their gifts and had been looking forward to the day he would find his own. If Jon had been prepared for his gift appointment, would he have been just as excited?

			The elevator was nothing special, but it opened into the hallways of the Crimson Tower. Jon’s memories of the place came back to him as he stared at the reception desk. 

			“Welcome!” The man at the desk waved them over. He eyed Jon’s parents and the five kids, who were soaking in every detail of the lobby. “Are you in town for the election?”

			“Yes, and a gifts assessment,” Mom said. 

			“Oh, excellent!” He tapped on his computer keyboard. “Name?”

			“Reed.”

			The man kept typing and then, with a small frown, eyed the family again. “I only see one voter registration for Cecelia.”

			“Yes, I’m a voting member. My husband is not part of the gifted community.”

			“Hmmm . . .” The man pressed his lips together. “A Neming? Well, that’s fine. Here is your ballot. You can turn it in at the polls on level four. And I assume it’s the young man with all the excess energy getting the gifts assessment.”

			“Yes!” Peter said.

			“OK, I’ve checked him in. It looks like I’m supposed to make a call when he arrives. Just a moment.”

			Jon’s family sat on a squiggly red bench to wait. The digital screens on the walls showed an image of a shorter man in a council robe shaking hands and reviewing papers with other council members. A message underneath his image said: We are stronger together. Only unity can bring peace. Vote for Karam today!

			Frank asked in the link, Isn’t that the guy you and McClery met last year? 

			Yeah, Jon answered.

			Did you like him? 

			Jon remembered Karam well. The man was the only council member at the time who’d stuck up for him and seemed to have respect for his gift of prophecy. Liam McClery, his gifts teacher, had encouraged Karam to run for the High Council seat. It looked like Karam had taken McClery’s advice. 

			He seems all right, Jon said. 

			“Is that Dr. Harrison?” Mom asked. Down the hall, an older man with a bowler hat laughed as he walked with another familiar face. 

			Frank tugged Jon’s sleeve. “And Mr. McClery.” 

			

			“Aye! The Reed clan has arrived.” McClery tapped his cane on the floor by Jon’s feet and smiled. 

			“Why, Cece, just as lovely as ever.” Dr. Harrison pulled Mom into a hug. He peeked around her shoulder. “Where is dear Gladys?”

			“She needed a break.” Mom laughed. “A week in a car with this crew, and you would too.” 

			“I can understand.” Harrison turned to Peter. “Are you ready, young man?” 

			Peter’s energy seemed to deflate, and he glanced nervously at their parents. 

			Dr. Harrison cleared his throat. “Of course, parents are welcome to come.”

			“Clara would like to watch—if that’s OK?” Dad asked. 

			“Ah, a little preparation for when you have your big day, huh? Well, it will be a little crowded, but I think we can make an exception.” Dr. Harrison shined a mischievous smile at Clara, who tucked into Dad’s side but nodded. 

			“What about us?” Eugene asked. 

			“You’ll be with me,” McClery said. “That way, you can’t get into any trouble.”

			“Oh, we never get into trouble.” Jon turned to wink at his brothers. That wasn’t true though. Jon knew full well that mischief was something he couldn’t avoid, whether he instigated it or not. 

			As they headed out, Jon felt a familiar ache in his stomach—the type of flipping that let him know a glimpse of the future was coming. There must be a shadow vision nearby. 

			

			His eyes scanned the lobby. In the corridor that wrapped around the red core of the Crimson Tower stood a familiar figure: Colonel Rodriguez. His military uniform was sharply pressed, and his eyes narrowed at them from under his formal cap. A shadow vision floated around him, synchronized with his movements. 

			Jon’s hand clenched at his side. He wasn’t afraid of the colonel. He just hated all the pain the man had caused his family. Pain the colonel was never punished for. 

			“He ain’t worth your time, Jonny,” Liam whispered into his ear as he steered their group toward the front door. 

			His mentor was right, but Jon couldn’t escape the feeling that the man was planning something sinister. It didn’t help that every time the colonel paused, the shadow vision lay still and blurry over his form, as if Rodriguez was possessed by something.
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			The sun blared down on them as they walked through the city streets, and Frank pressed a hand against his forehead to shade his eyes. 

			“Why are we going to an observatory during the day? You can’t see anything.” Eugene crossed his arms.

			“Which means no one will be there,” McClery said. “And I have someone I’d like you boys to meet.”

			Frank had never visited the observatory in Unity City before. It wasn’t huge. On the outside, it looked like a relatively unassuming two-story building with a domed roof—a community location for scientists to study the stars. From his social science class with Professor Vidra, Frank knew how important the stars were to the Society of the Perceptually Gifted; they were thought to be a source of energy that awarded perceptual gifts. 

			The inside of the observatory was a tribute to that history, with a timeline of astronomy and depictions of constellations painted along the walls, as well as notes about what cultures, customs, and beliefs went with them. In the middle of the building, a circular room led into the observatory dome. 

			Liam pulled back a curtain to reveal a dimly lit theater where the seats reclined to give a good view of the ceiling. 

			“Where’s the telescope?” Frank asked.

			“It’s above us,” a gruff voice echoed from one of the theater seats. A man emerged from the darkness, dressed in a long cream robe and burgundy sash that was pulled around his shoulders and pinned with a golden Tibel, a symbol of their society. Frank had only seen Master Karam once before, but he could identify the man from his tan skin, dark beard, and warm smile. 

			“Thank you for letting me bring my students by,” Liam said, shaking the man’s hand. “I know today is a busy day for you.”

			“It is nice to get away from the crowds for a moment. Besides, I owe it to you for encouraging me to run for office.” Karam bowed his head slightly as he shook each of their hands. “It’s good to see you again, Jonathan Reed, and meet your brothers once more.” 

			“Thank you, sir.” Jon gave the man a goofy smile.

			“Now, let me see . . . you must be Franklin, a telepath, and you are Eugene, an empath?”

			“How did you know?” Eugene asked.

			“It’s a simple deduction! You’ve been tapping your wrist in a pattern of threes. I recognized that technique from Professor Vidra. She is your empathy teacher, correct?”

			Eugene’s eyes widened as he stopped tapping his left wrist. “Yes.”

			“Oh, do not stop. I bet being around all these crowds has been overwhelming.” Karam patted Eugene’s shoulder. “For you, Franklin, it was easy. Telepaths always have a clever gleam in their eyes, like they know something you don’t.”

			“Let me guess your gift then,” Frank said. 

			“All right then.” Karam crossed his arms with a smirk. “Let’s see what you’ve got.” 

			Frank took a deep breath and closed his eyes. 

			A long hallway with doors appeared in his head. A closed door slowly formed on the wall in front of him—cream and burgundy and engraved with a Tibel. Karam’s door. 

			Frank tried the doorknob, but it was locked. Maybe Karam was a telepath. It wasn’t unusual for telepaths to build walls against other telepaths. Sometimes a door would be boarded up or have a variety of locks. But if Karam were a telepath, he wouldn’t have needed to search for clues to figure out their gifts. 

			Down the hall, Frank could feel the familiar pull of another locked door. The door. The one that called to him often and spilled bits of power into his mind and world. Next to the door stood Cleo. She shot him a frown.

			

			“Just a little bit of help,” he murmured to her, even though he knew what her response would be.

			“You really shouldn’t be doing this,” she said as Frank slipped his hand underneath the door, where wisps of white smoke billowed out. “What are you looking for?”

			“This,” Frank said, pulling his hand back to show a little burgundy key. 

			“You’re getting better at that.” Cleo didn’t sound pleased, but Frank didn’t care. She was just in his head. It was obvious from her words she had been watching him, even though he’d tried to ignore her all summer. 

			Karam’s door opened with ease once Frank turned the key in the keyhole. Inside were piles and piles of books—large, mountainous stacks containing volumes of all shapes and sizes—and on the floor sat Karam, humming to himself as he drew lines between dots on a paper, connecting them together. 

			“You must be a sage,” Frank whispered as he opened his eyes. It had felt like minutes in his head, but he knew for everyone else mere seconds had passed. 

			Karam’s smirk fell, and his arms uncrossed. “You’re impressive, Mr. Reed. Most telepaths can’t get through my conscious barrier like that.”

			“Well, my brother isn’t like other telepaths.” Jon hooked an arm around Frank’s neck. 

			“I can see that.”

			“But you’re different,” Frank added. “You’re disorganized.”

			Karam studied him from under his dark brows for a minute before he chuckled. “Indeed, my mother hated it. It wasn’t until I was older that my sagacity gift leaned more toward finding patterns in chaos. It is uncommon but not rare. Information recall is not my best subject, unlike most sages, but I can see the big picture out of many small details.”

			“That is why your wisdom has been so essential to the council in the past,” McClery said, “and why I believe it will lead you in your new role.”

			“I have not won the election yet, Liam.” Karam took a shaky breath and rubbed at his chest. 

			“Why run if you’re nervous?” Eugene asked. 

			“Power is corruptible,” Karam said. “I’ve seen it happen many times before. The position of high chancellor comes with responsibility for our whole society. Each decision will impact people in ways I never considered. I do not take the job lightly. I only want to see us united. Perceptually gifted or not, we all live in this world together, though some imagine a darker reality. Even a slight temptation, a small personal indulgence, can redirect someone’s path—change someone’s purpose. I must stay true to my promises and ignore personal benefit. That is the hardest part of being a leader.” 

			Frank wrinkled his nose at Karam. Surely not all power had to be bad. Couldn’t power be used for good too? Like how Captain Jupiter used his ability to fly to save people from a sinking cruise ship. He liked to think that some power made heroes. 

			“Power makes villains too,” Cleo said from the theater door as she glared at him. Frank ignored her. 

			

			“Thank you, Karam, for meeting us.” Liam shook the man’s hand. “Good luck today.”

			“Anytime. When you are back in Unity City, boys, let’s chat again.”

			“Now to get you three back to your parents,” McClery said. “Let’s hope we don’t miss the excitement.”

			“What excitement?” Frank asked.

			Liam smiled. “Why, the counting of the votes, of course.” 

			Frank scratched his head. Counting votes couldn’t possibly be that exciting.
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