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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            CASEY

          

        

      

    

    
      THE OLD, RATTLING school bus stopped with the sound of laughing children and groaning tires. A sleek glass and metal skyscraper came into view outside the grimy window of the yellow bus.

      “See anything, Case?” Hunter asked.

      Casey pulled his glasses off and used his T-shirt to clear some of the dust. His best friend, Hunter, leaned over his shoulder to see better. “A big X,” Casey said.

      Casey put his glasses back on and brushed a few strands of his brownish-red hair out of his way to see the structure better. It was a typical towering office complex, except for a ginormous, sleek metal X sitting in front of the building.

      “It must be thirty feet high,” Hunter guessed.

      Casey had to agree. The X was imposing, probably intentionally so, and Hunter was usually pretty accurate with his estimates.

      “Alright, everyone,” called a brown-haired woman in her mid-twenties from the front of the bus. “Time to unload ourselves. No pushing or shoving.”

      She stood a few feet from Hunter and Casey, who were both in the front row. Ms. Olivia was one of the nicest people Casey knew, and lots of the boys had developed a crush on her at one point or another. Ms. Olivia was smart, funny, and beautiful. She was the school’s number one student teacher; however, she only worked part-time while she attended online and occasional in-person classes at Oklahoma City University.

      Everyone at school loved her, which was probably why she went with them on most of their field trips. Their other two chaperons today were Mr. Hank, the bus driver and English teacher, and Mrs. Ethel, the history teacher.

      Once Ms. Olivia and Mrs. Ethel stepped off the bus, the seventh-grade boys and girls began jockeying for a better exit position. Hunter and Casey led the group of wobbly-legged students off the bus and began stretching their cramped muscles. The nearly five-hour trip to Dallas had been a long one, and the children were antsy. Casey and Hunter stood a few steps away from the main group, opting to not jostle for position within the mob. A few quick glances from Ms. Olivia settled the students.

      “Best behaviors, everyone,” Ms. Olivia called when everyone was gathered together off the bus.

      She turned and led them into the large building that seemed to buzz with excitement, or perhaps it was the students themselves. Mrs. Ethel followed along to gather the lagging students. Mr. Hank would be staying on the bus.

      After a quick restroom pit stop, the group of middle school students and their chaperones were shown to a large open room right next to the manager’s office. The space was sparsely decorated with pictures and illustrations of different inventions. Various chairs and couches sat around the room. Hunter and Casey opted to stand, along with many of the other excited students. They didn’t have to wait long.

      A guy in his early fifties walked into the room. He had bright eyes, dark gray-streaked hair, dark skin, and a plump build. From the smile stretching from one side of his face to the other, Casey guessed he might have been as excited about today as they were.

      He introduced himself as Frederick Anderson, one of the top inventors at Xfactor Industries. “I can’t wait to show you all we’ve been working on!” he told the group of grinning students. “We here at Xfactor Industries are ecstatic with the step forward we are taking with these new simulations.”

      He glanced quickly at the teachers for confirmation. “You guys are from Elk City Middle School, right?” Ms. Olivia nodded her head. Mr. Anderson clapped his hands together and focused on the students again. “Wonderful. Out of all the schools in the country, you have been chosen. I’m sure many of you have already heard from your teachers that this was a national contest, but in case they didn’t, you’ll hear it from me now. We want to showcase our first-ever youth simulation to the people it was created for: you.” He gestured to the kids in front of him.

      Casey’s eyes darted around. Everyone’s eyes were locked on the inventor. Several students bounced in place.

      “We at Xfactor Industries take pride in our cutting-edge technology—particularly in our simulations,” Mr. Anderson said. “Imagine seeing a dinosaur up close, or flying through the air without any machines.” Mr. Anderson spread his hands wide. “These are the things we want everyone to experience—things once thought impossible now made real through technology. I know you’ve all been waiting a long time for your shot, but have no fear, it will be worth your patience. As a matter of note, I want to tell anyone who is nervous that there is no need to be. We have done extensive research and put many protocols in place to ensure your safety.

      “Before we get started with the tour and then go to the simulation room, I thought it might be prudent to give you all a little history lesson about our company,” Mr. Anderson said.

      Casey heard a few groans, but their guide paid no mind. Mrs. Ethel shot a few wicked glares at the students. She was a teacher of few words, but few were often needed with her.

      “Xfactor Industries is the world’s most high-tech company,” Mr. Anderson continued. “With our brilliant scientists and inventors, state-of-the-art facilities, and wealthy benefactors, it is no mystery why we have skyrocketed in the industry so quickly. Our company’s founder, Xander Hendrix, credits the company’s rapid growth to his fast-paced nature and tenacious attitude.”

      It all sounded a little arrogant to Casey, but he had to admit, the company produced impressive results. In the last few years, the company had gone from an unknown to a tech giant. Rumor had it the inventors and scientists were working on a simulation that would enable someone to relive their memories. And that was only one of the projects the public was curious about. This new youth simulation was another. With how much they had achieved in such a short time, Casey had a hard time imagining the endless possibilities.

      “The simulation today is a one-of-a-kind and involves a scenario that isn’t available for the adult models yet,” Mr. Anderson continued. “Roughly a dozen schools, including yours, have been selected to bring students in to experience the simulation before making it available to the public. These schools have been instructed to bring only the brightest students. And that’s why you’re here.”

      Casey had been thrilled to find his name on the list of students who would be going, along with Hunter. Casey worked hard and made good grades, but he was far from a whiz. Hunter, on the other hand, was practically a genius and by far the smartest kid at school. Casey turned to his friend to gauge his reaction to Mr. Anderson’s statements. Hunter’s deep blue eyes were squinted, and his short black hair stood up in the front like cadets facing a drill sergeant.

      Hunter’s dad was the current CEO of McKinley Industries, a longstanding tech company in the same vein as Xfactor Industries. Hunter’s family business nearly rivaled that of the larger company, but the former was not on a mission to grow in size, just to produce quality inventions to propel its customers into more productive lives. Still, Hunter’s family was wealthy. Casey didn’t really care about that kind of stuff, but he did appreciate that Hunter was an excellent study partner.

      Casey and Hunter had met during the first week of sixth grade. He hadn’t known about the family business when they first met. Casey had been raised to be friendly and introduce himself to new people in town, so that’s what he’d done. Hunter later admitted that was why he began hanging out with Casey more than the other guys. Casey treated Hunter as he would anyone else, with decent human respect, which Casey found hard to come by in middle school.

      Mr. Anderson finished up his speech and instructed the students to keep together and not touch anything unless he told them it was safe to do so. Most of the students took his words to heart, but a few seemed to have wax stuck in their ears.

      Their guide led them past cool inventions the company had been working on: the newest jetpack boots, a robot that helped with housecleaning, and an actual lightsaber! Mr. Anderson kept up a running commentary on all the creations and what they did. He also told the class about which inventors came up with the ideas and which scientists helped to bring the ideas to life.

      If the simulation was similar to what Casey was seeing now, it was bound to be incredible. He glanced over at Hunter and knew his mind was running a hundred miles a minute. With Hunter’s background in the industry, he must have been even more impressed than Casey was with the technology because he was smart enough to understand the majority of it, and the science it was built on. By the time the group finished the entire tour except for the simulation room, Casey’s head was spinning. He wasn’t sure if the simulations could top everything he had seen.
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      “AND FINALLY, WHAT you’ve all been waiting for,” Mr. Anderson announced, spreading his arms wide. “The simulation room.”

      Everyone “oohed” and “aahed” as the students and teachers filed into the room. It was the biggest they had seen at the facilities by far. Casey wondered if it served as a catch-all testing room.

      The ceiling towered over them, the walls smooth and glowing pale blue under the lights. Mr. Anderson explained they had come through the back door leading to the room where the simulation took place. He gestured to the other side of the room, indicating the main entrance. On the far side where he was pointing were two rooms, side by side. One was obviously the control room where the magic took place.

      Through the open door to the other room, Casey could see about a dozen chairs and a couple screens. It was the observation room, Mr. Anderson explained. The large room was probably where the simulation would take place.

      Casey heard a bang and looked back to see an elderly man walking briskly up to their guide. The man whispered into Mr. Anderson’s ear. Something isn’t right. They whispered back and forth a bit. Casey couldn’t hear the words, but the body language hinted at an argument.

      “Fine. I’ll finish up here and then see to it,” Mr. Anderson replied quickly to the man and waved him away.

      Mr. Anderson seemed slightly ruffled until the older man left the room. Collecting himself, he ushered the students, Ms. Olivia, and Mrs. Ethel into the second room, where they would wait for their turn in the simulation. His cheerful smile was plastered back on his face.

      “Now, I am excited that we are finally ready to allow students such as yourselves the opportunity to try out the simulations first-hand,” Mr. Anderson said. “But I am sorry to inform you that due to a problem they are having in one of the testing rooms upstairs, we regrettably won’t have time for everyone here today to experience the simulations.”

      Gasps sounded from all around the room as kids glanced from one to another, hoping this news wasn’t true.

      “I have decided we will allow three of you to go,” Mr. Anderson said. “All of your names will be put in a cup and drawn out. Everyone has a fair shot.”

      “Fair shot?” Ms. Olivia asked, confused and a little ruffled. “My students were each promised a turn in the simulation. They are already a terribly small selection of all the applicants who wanted to come. You can’t simply back down on your word.” She was getting a bit frantic at this point, seeing all of the anxious faces around her, but she kept her cool. “As one professional to another, I insist you keep your promise to these bright young minds.”

      It was a valiant effort, Casey thought, but Mr. Anderson had made up his mind. Mrs. Ethel’s face wrinkled even more than usual, but she remained silent.

      “Unfortunately, there is nothing I can do,” Mr. Anderson said, which Casey thought was unlikely. “I am needed upstairs, and I was the only staff member on duty today who has enough knowledge to supervise these new simulations.”

      Casey side-eyed Hunter and knew he was thinking the same thing. There were twenty students here today, meaning seventeen were about to be incredibly unlucky. Many looked upset and worried, some even mad. Casey waited as Ms. Olivia reluctantly wrote all of the student names down and put them in a cup Mr. Anderson gave her.

      After completing the task, Ms. Oliva handed the full cup back to Mr. Anderson. The room stilled. Everyone held their breath as Mr. Anderson reached in and pulled out a small piece of paper.

      “Betty Lasso,” Mr. Anderson called out, without much fanfare.

      A girl with pigtails and braces squeaked and jumped up. A few of the girls around her patted her on the back and congratulated her.

      Mr. Anderson directed her to stand by the wall closest to him. As he pulled out another slip of paper, Casey held his breath. “Jim Barnes.” The air whooshed out of his lungs. Jim stood up and took his place by Betty.

      Hunter locked eyes with Casey for a beat, then turned his gaze back to Mr. Anderson. One of us at best, but not both of us.

      Casey swallowed, his tongue catching in his mouth. It would be better if Hunter got it. He was the one who would actually work in this field when he was older. Casey sent up a silent prayer that his friend would be the one picked. He wasn’t sure if God thought this was an important moment, but Casey sure thought it was.

      Mr. Anderson reached into the cup and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper that he took far too much time unraveling. He stared at the paper a long time before he called out, “Harris Turner.”

      A satisfied grunt came from the back of the room. Casey closed his eyes and gritted his teeth.

      He shouldn’t even be here, let alone get singled out for anything other than detention. Casey knew Harris paid attention in class a fair amount, and he was intelligent. But coming to see these new simulations wasn’t all about the smart kids. Character had to have something to do with it.

      There were a bunch of decent, hardworking students here today. But that didn’t matter. The meanest boy in their grade was bound to get picked.

      Harris brushed past Hunter and Casey and muttered under his breath, “That’s five hundred thousand well spent.” He glanced at Hunter out of the corner of his eye, watching for his reaction.

      Hunter clenched his fists and fixed his gaze on something ahead of him.

      Harris walked—no, swaggered—up to the door where Mr. Anderson had motioned him. Betty and Jim fell in behind. From Harris’s stance, you’d think he owned the place.

      “The actor wins again,” Hunter muttered. It was something Casey had taught Hunter long ago. Harris was a bully to his peers and an angel to the teachers.

      Fury roiled in Casey’s stomach. Harris’s dad, a successful business founder, was the bully’s ace in the hole. Titan Enterprises was a powerful company based in Oklahoma City, with hundreds of stores, restaurants, and warehouses across the nation. The company was family-owned, which meant Harris was first in line for a hefty stack of money, a company, and a straight shot to never having to work a day in his life unless he wanted to. He was a self-centered brat, born and raised.

      As Harris reminded them both regularly, this was why he got to come on every field trip. Because if he liked what he saw, a fat donation from Titan Enterprises was in their future. Hunter might have gotten the same treatment if he wanted, but he was more discreet when it came to his family ties, and McKinley Industries was more selective of its partners.

      Back in first grade, Harris and Casey had been on the same baseball team. The two boys had grown up in the same town, but that was the first time they had spent extended time together. Harris had been awful to be around, blaming every bad play on Casey, and that season Casey had tried everything to evade Harris. This had been difficult since Casey was Harris’s catcher. He was controlling, acted as if he got everything he wanted, as if he deserved it. Harris fought for the spotlight, and if you didn’t do what he wanted, it was war.

      When Hunter first transferred to Elk City Middle School, Harris had tried and failed to add Hunter to his gang. Casey had warned Hunter about the other boy, but he hardly needed to bother. Hunter seemed to pick up on Harris’s disposition pretty quickly on his own. Hunter had hardly given Harris a second glance.

      Now Harris worked extra hard to make Hunter’s life miserable. If Harris and Casey were enemies, then he and Hunter were archenemies. Both Harris and Hunter had come from similar backgrounds, but their differences grew each day.

      Lead filled Casey’s limbs. He had heard dozens of stories about Xfactor Industries since its beginning, and he had grown even more excited knowing there would soon be a simulation he could try. He had nearly shot through the roof when he learned that Hunter and he would get to test the unreleased simulation. Now the rug had been ripped from under them. He couldn’t believe this.

      As they were leaving the room, Harris shot Casey a “poor miserable you” look, one that none of the teachers seemed to notice. Casey turned away with a “harrumph.”

      After Mr. Anderson escorted the three students out into the larger room where they would be hooked up to the simulation, he came back in and quickly told the remaining students and staff they could turn on the TV and sound system to watch the shared simulation.

      As he left the room, Ms. Olivia popped up out of her seat and began gushing about how exciting this was. Casey appreciated her attempt, but all the students left in the room were inconsolable.

      It didn’t take long for Ms. Olivia to get the TV and sound system booted up. A few minutes after that, the TV’s home screen changed to a live video of a tropical paradise beachside. The screen was divided into three sections, each positioned about four and a half feet off the ground.

      One of the videos swiveled, and Casey could see Harris in the picture. He wasn’t wearing his regular attire of khaki shorts and a collared shirt. Those items had been swapped out for a tank top and swim trunks. Casey figured each section showed what one of the students was seeing in their simulation.

      “It’s warm,” Harris said. His voice boomed out of the sound system.

      Ms. Olivia adjusted the volume to a more reasonable level. Harris tilted his head up and spread his arms wide. The sun cast a dark shadow behind him, the color of Casey’s disappointment. Harris scrunched his eyebrows and tilted his head to the left, as if listening to something Casey couldn’t hear.

      “Cool.” The voice was boyish and came from the simulation, but it wasn’t Harris. Probably Jim.

      All three videos turned toward the crashing waves and started bounding forward. Within a few seconds, the screen was covered in water droplets from an ocean Casey couldn’t touch, and then the waterline covered the screen completely. Floating across the screen was a vast array of beautiful ocean life: fish, sea turtles, an octopus, crabs, and even a few sharks.

      “I can breathe!” shouted Harris. “I’m completely submerged and swallowing water, but I’m fine.”

      Jim and Betty were also gushing about how real it felt, and how cool it was to be able to talk and breathe while swimming underwater. Out of the corner of one of the cameras, Casey saw Harris grab a great white shark by the dorsal fin, and it pulled him around a bit.

      “Haha,” Harris shouted. “This is the most awesome I’ve ever been!”

      It was too much for Casey. He looked at Hunter, who was staring blank-faced at the screen. Hunter masked his anger well, but Casey knew he wouldn’t be able to do the same. He crossed his arms and stared at the floor, willing himself not to think about punching Mr. Anderson.
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      CASEY WASN’T SURE how long it was before their group was herded out of the room. Ms. Olivia congratulated the three lucky students and asked them what they thought of the simulation. Casey kept his head down. If he didn’t look at Mr. Anderson, he would be less likely to do something to get himself in trouble.

      The man in question briefly told the group he had found someone to show them around the history wing, which was apparently so entertaining that they had been “saving it” for the finale. Hunter speculated in hushed tones to Casey that this was probably to ensure parents would be less likely to send nasty letters to the company upon their kids’ return. They were covering their bases.

      Annoyed and disgruntled, Casey followed dutifully along with the group behind the bored intern Mr. Anderson had found to give them the last-minute tour. As their group passed through hallway after hallway full of nothing but plaques and head statues, Casey’s mind began to wander. Every now and then, Hunter would scold him to not touch something.

      Casey was eyeing the suspiciously realistic gold frame on a painting when he heard a stage whisper over his shoulder. “You know, it’s a shame you won’t take my business advice. Your dad’s company won’t stay afloat long with his current operating structure. Hey, I have an idea. I’ll have my dad buy out your dad’s company. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you both keep jobs. . . as janitors. I’ll even hire Casey to work alongside you at the toilets.”

      Casey whirled to find Harris’s ugly grin plastered on his face. Hunter’s expression remained neutral, and he opened his mouth to reply, but everything came out all garbled. “Wouldn’t work—our strategy for phase three of the prototype—I mean, they will work—it’s a bionic breakthrough⁠—”

      Harris laughed. “Things not working and breaking. Yep, I think the only merciful thing to do would be to buy McKinley Industries and bulldoze it to the ground, keep it from hurting anyone.”

      Casey got in close. He may have been shorter than both of the other boys, but not by much. I’m not going to let anyone bully Hunter, especially if that person is too stupid to realize Hunter’s brain is just faster than his mouth.

      “Hunter’s just flabbergasted when faced with stupidity in human form,” Casey told Harris. “It’s a rare sight to behold, at least for most people.”

      The boy’s face turned beet red, and he clenched his fists.

      Casey caught sight of their history teacher out of the corner of his eye. He grabbed Hunter by his elbow and pulled them away and to the back of the group. Harris’s buddies warned him of the approaching adult, and Harris turned away from them.

      “Thanks,” Hunter said.

      “No problem,” Casey said, going back to studying the different displays.

      “Stop poking around,” Hunter whisper-shouted after a few minutes.

      “I’m only looking,” Casey whisper-shouted back. Technically, Casey supposed it was more like interactive looking. Other than the occasional “you’re gonna get in trouble,” Hunter ignored Casey’s lack of worry about their impending doom.

      Casey examined his current surroundings at the back of the group. His eyes landed on a model replica of a circuit board about thirty inches long. The board was intricate, with glowing green lines and an assortment of small black boxes and gold pins attached to it. Surrounding it was a square of velvet rope.

      “It looks so real,” Casey said. He reached out, gently gliding his hands over the rough surface. The display case lid was sitting off to the side, and an “under repair” sign was hanging above the table the circuit board sat on. Casey didn’t care to notice these details. Hunter, on the other hand, did. He crept over to where Casey stood, hovering over the replica.

      “What are you thinking? Don’t touch that,” Hunter demanded, trying to keep his voice down.

      Casey shrugged his shoulders, but otherwise ignored Hunter.

      The two boys were the same age for a month out of every year, but since September came and went, Casey was older than Hunter again. The new teen didn’t often bring up the fact that he was older, but he did sometimes use this excuse to ignore the younger boy telling him what to do.

      A square of lightly glowing blue caught Casey’s eyes. He reached out to touch the button, but Hunter smacked his hand away. “Are you insane?” Hunter asked.

      “It’s not red, which means it’s safe to press,” Casey pointed out.

      “You’re basing your logic on Hollywood action movies?” Hunter sounded appalled.

      “We were robbed of the best day of our lives, so don’t try to stop me from pressing a button,” Casey said. “Besides, aren’t you a little curious why this thing is glowing and humming when it’s supposed to be under repair?” Casey waved his hand at the sign he had finally noticed.

      Hunter froze, trying to catch the humming noise Casey had mentioned. After a moment, Hunter’s eyes lit up.

      “I hear it,” Hunter said. “But are you sure it’s coming from the board?”

      Without responding, Casey lunged forward and pressed the glowing button before Hunter could stop him.

      There was a rumbling sound. The boys jerked around, fearing they’d been caught, but their group had left the hallway a long time ago. As the semi-quiet rumblings stopped, a floor-length plaque swung away from the wall. Behind it was nothing but a black yawning hole.

      “Okay, now I’m curious,” Hunter confessed. “This isn’t a simulation, though. We could get in serious trouble.”

      Both boys made eye contact for a count of three. Without pondering it one more second, they stumbled into the dark passageway.
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      “HUNTER, THAT’S MY foot.”

      “Says the guy whose foot has stomped mine fourteen times in the last thirty paces.”

      “Oh, be quiet.”

      “Why? We’re the only ones in this passageway.”

      “I. . . that is a good point.” Casey’s voice rose to a normal talking level. He and Hunter continued down the cramped space as it turned several times. Casey didn’t bother memorizing the turns. From what he could tell, there was only one pathway to choose from. Casey held one of his hands to the wall as a guide and the other in front of him to stop any collisions. Soon the small corridor ended at a flight of stairs going up and down, with small, dim lights on the ceiling.

      “Up,” Hunter suggested behind Casey.

      The humming noise they had heard from outside was louder now, and it seemed to be coming in the direction Hunter indicated. There was no railing for Casey to grab as he started up the stairs. Up and up they went, the staircase never ceasing to climb higher. Occasionally, a door would appear on their left, but the humming was still above them. They climbed higher.

      Finally, a long time after Casey was sure his legs would give out, they came to a door that hummed with the noise they had been hearing. The door was made of solid iron, but had no handle. Hunter reached up and pushed against the door. When this didn’t work, Casey helped. Even throwing all of their weight against the door, it refused to budge.

      They stared at the door for a moment. Hunter, owner of the best set of eyes between them, spotted a keypad filled with symbols, dials, and buttons. The keypad was barely lit by the faint staircase light above them. Casey was about to take a stab in the dark, literally, when Hunter held his arm out, barring Casey from the door. He had his other hand on his chin, as if stroking an imaginary beard.

      “What are you thinking?” Casey asked. Hunter didn’t respond for a moment, which was probably an intentional reminder of how Casey had ignored him earlier.

      “These are made-up symbols,” he said.

      Casey rolled his eyes. “Obviously. All symbols are made up.”

      “No, Case.” Hunter sucked in an exasperated breath. “I mean, these are specific to the company. They aren’t pulled in from another language or something.”

      Hunter continued to stare at the keypad. After a few seconds of this, he nodded and reached up, pressing three buttons in sequence: a vertical rectangle, three horizontal lines, and a large X.

      “Why would you press X?” Casey whisper-shouted. He supposed outright shouting might not be a good idea. “X is never the right answer.” The door swung open silently. “How. . .” Casey trailed off. There was light on the other side of the door, and Casey could see the smirk now plastered on Hunter’s smug face.

      “The rectangle resembled a door icon. The three lines are for the number on the door. The X is for Xfactor Industries,” Hunter explained. He might have continued gloating if the door hadn’t started closing. Both boys dashed through.

      On the other side, there were cables, tables, and machines scattered throughout a large room. Bright lights pointed directly at the center of the room, where the largest machine sat. The corner of the room, including where the boys stood, remained in shadows.

      Men and women in lab coats sprinted around, yelling commands and pointing at too many things for Casey to follow. At the last minute, before someone saw them, Hunter grabbed Casey by his shirt neck and pulled them both underneath a table with a black sheet hanging over it. Not a moment after they were safely hidden from view, a spark went off above where they had been standing.

      “What do you think is happening?” Casey whispered.

      “They’re probably in the middle of some experiment gone wrong,” Hunter whispered back.

      They sat quietly as they watched for a bit. The main machine, a large spherical object the size of about two adults, with smooth interlocking panels, rested in the center of the workspace. The surface was pearly white and had a sliding panel about half the size of a door that kept opening and closing.

      After watching for a little bit, Casey noticed the humming was coming from the machine’s sliding panel opening and closing. It was harder to hear the humming from inside with all the shouting, clanking, and hurried footfalls, but the deep resonant sound was unmistakable. Hunter was staring at the orb, completely mesmerized.

      “Hey, look,” Hunter said, pointing.

      Casey followed his finger’s direction and saw a familiar lab-coated figure with gray-streaked hair. His bright eyes had hardened since Casey had last seen him.

      “Mr. Anderson,” Casey gasped. Hunter shushed him, but no one in the room noticed the two boys hiding under the table. Casey pushed part of the dark linen up farther to see better and adjusted his glasses. “So this is where he went after ditching us.”

      “I don’t care what you have to do, Watts,” Mr. Anderson screeched. “I want this thing stabilized by morning.”

      Watts, a lanky man with pale skin and hollow cheeks, turned paler under Mr. Anderson’s gaze. He nodded and scurried a few steps off, flipping switches and pushing buttons on the large control board connected to the main spherical machine by a bunch of wires.

      Anderson sped out, taking many of the other workers with him in the process. After some rushed commands from Watts, the rest of the lab-coat-wearing adults left the room.

      It was much quieter now, with only the humming of the machine, the beeping of a few other devices, and Watts’s muttering to fill the large room. Casey could hear himself and Hunter breathing, and he tried to slow his pounding heart. Casey’s wrists and knees hurt from crouching under the table. He wanted to move and explore. Something incredible was happening in here.

      “Maybe if I try. . .” Watts didn’t finish his thought, but grabbed a few cables, flipped off the main spotlights to dim the room a sufficient amount, and left out a side door. Hunter didn’t wait even a moment before moving, and neither did Casey. Both boys crawled out and made their way to the center of the room, right in front of the humming machine.

      “What do you think it does?” Casey asked Hunter. He took a long time before answering.

      “I’m not sure.” Hunter walked up to the orb and ran his hand along the curved surface. It was only a foot or so taller than his five-foot frame. Hunter hissed when his hand caught on a sharp end of a rogue cord. A few flecks of blood dropped from his finger and onto the sphere before Hunter could put pressure on the cut. Hunter reached out and tried to wipe away the offending red liquid with the edge of his sleeve. He got most of it, but some remained in the thin creases zig-zagging across the sphere’s edge.

      For the first time, Casey noticed a few shelves with differing jars of colored liquid in them. Almost everything had a small, typed label attached to the shelf, but Casey didn’t bother to read them. Instead, he went over to the monstrous computer sitting on a desk in front of the sphere’s opening. He flipped a switch with no label. Why did I do that? He wasn’t sure, but his curiosity was zipping around the room having a field day. The sphere’s panel froze halfway open.

      “Did you do that?” Hunter asked, his eyes still on the sphere.

      “I think so,” Casey replied.

      “Whatever this thing does, it’s extremely sophisticated,” Hunter said. “I haven’t seen anything like this at Dad’s work, in books, or online.” He peered into the hole of the sphere and then crawled in. Casey pushed a few more buttons, but nothing happened.

      “Hey, Case,” Hunter called. His voice echoed a little from inside the machine. “Come here.”

      Casey left the computer and went over to the sphere. On his way, he heard a door slam from somewhere off in the distance and nearly jumped out of his skin. He jerked to the side and toppled over a shelf filled with green and blue liquids. One of the jars smashed into his head, cracking and spilling all over him. His wet glasses and hair covered his face and made it hard to see.

      “What?” Hunter yelled.

      Casey stumbled toward the sphere, desperate to hide before someone caught them. A step or two away from the opening in the sphere, he tripped on something, and it shifted forward with a loud snapping sound. There was pain in Casey’s right leg. He tumbled into the opening and onto Hunter, who had been making his way out to check on Casey. Both boys lay in a heap as the sphere snapped shut.

      There was a popping sound, a flash, and the entire experiment room went dark for a moment. When the lights came back on, the sphere was open again. But there were no young boys inside. There was no one at all, only a thin royal purple velvet carpet at the base, and charts and constellations etched into the walls. The humming that had filled the room and echoed out into the hallways was gone, replaced with nothing but silence.
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      CASEY’S HEAD POUNDED. Why are my hands burning? He blinked, trying to adjust to the darkness around him. Hunter grunted beneath him. Casey pushed up on his hands and the burning intensified. He tried to ignore the pain as he and Hunter untangled and adjusted themselves into a crouching position to avoid the roof of the sphere.

      Casey was pretty sure he had elbowed Hunter in the ribs, because the other boy had his arm wrapped protectively around his midsection. Casey thought it served him right because the other boy had headbutted him when he fell into the sphere.

      “Case. . .” Hunter said.

      “Yeah?” Casey wasn’t quite sure what was up with Hunter. His voice sounded a little higher than usual.

      “Look around,” Hunter said, his voice still in a weirdly high pitch.

      Casey turned in the direction Hunter was facing. It took him far too long to grasp what he was seeing, or more accurately, what he wasn’t.

      The sphere walls were gone, the cables had vanished, and there were no longer vials of mysterious liquids stacked on shelves. Past where the cables, machines, and walls once stood lay piles upon piles of scraps, dimly illuminated by the occasional streetlight. He grabbed the wet glasses on his face and rubbed at them with the bottom of his shirt, but soon realized soot and grim covered him, creating an even murkier picture.

      Hunter, noticing Casey’s dilemma, pulled a napkin from lunch out of his pocket and cleared most of the grim off the thick, black-rimmed glasses. He passed the glasses back, and Casey put them on. They still had a few smudges around the edges, but under the circumstances, he could manage.

      “Thanks,” Casey said.

      “Don’t mention it,” Hunter replied.

      “Where are we?” Casey asked.

      Hunter gazed around. His hair was sticking straight up. Usually, he fixed the front to stick up a little, but now every hair on his head was pointed in a different direction. Hunter’s eyebrows, which had been scrunched together for the past couple of minutes, smoothed, meaning he had come up with what he thought was the right answer. He blew out a puff of air. His breath stirred the air, and the soot floated away from him.

      “We must have teleported,” Hunter finally said.

      Casey burst out laughing. He couldn’t help it. The idea was ridiculous. Hilarious. But Hunter wasn’t laughing. He hadn’t even cracked a smile, which meant he wasn’t joking. The laughter died in Casey’s throat.

      “You’re serious.” It wasn’t a question. Casey may have only known Hunter for a year and a half, but he could tell the difference between when Hunter was joking and when he was thinking about one of his dad’s new inventions. The expression on his face now was closer to the latter option.

      “That’s the only explanation I can think of,” Hunter said. “It could be a new simulation, but we saw the new one made for kids, and it didn’t look like this.” Hunter nodded toward a pile of rubble.

      “Maybe they haven’t announced this simulation yet?” Casey offered.

      “They wouldn’t make one where kids would think they injured themselves.” Hunter held up his hands—red marks crisscrossed his palms. Casey examined his own hands and realized they, too, were bloody. The shirt his mother had been so proud of getting him—a blue-and-green short-sleeve with “Entitled to Consequences” scrawled in big letters—was slightly ripped and tattered, which he thought was rather ironic. In front of where he crouched, a jagged piece of metal jutted out of the pile, some of Casey’s blood running down it.

      “We could have accidentally hooked ourselves into an adult simulation?”

      “I thought of that too, but from what I’ve heard, the simulations wouldn’t work on kids at all,” Hunter said. “It has to do with brain development. The way an adult and a kid reacted to testing was so different that they could never get one simulation to work for both parties, so their focus was historically on adults. Plus, I imagine it would be tricky to get parental consent for child testing until it showed incredible success on adults and was proven safe. That’s why Xfactor Industries has only now made a simulation suitable for us.”

      “Yeah, but teleportation?” Casey squinted, wishing he could read Hunter’s thoughts. He was smarter than Casey. If he thought it was possible, then perhaps it was.

      A clattering noise ricocheted off the mounds of scraps. Hunter and Casey both shot to their feet and skittered down the side of the small mound they were on in the opposite direction of the sound. They made slightly less noise than whoever was on the other side of the scrapyard, but Casey wasn’t sure if that would help or not.

      After reaching the bottom, Casey dashed behind the bed of a truck turned on its side, Hunter hot on his tail. His leg ached, but he paid it no mind. Once behind cover, the two boys peaked out and trained their eyes on where the clattering noises had been coming from.

      “Hey, Hunter,” Casey whispered, pointing to a bumper sticker on the tailgate of the partial truck. The sticker was ancient, and most of the lettering had worn off. All that was left was “fac or Ind      s.”

      “You don’t think it’s—” Hunter started to say.

      “I’m not finding anything,” came a loud voice. The call sounded monotonous to Casey, not like whoever it belonged to was tracking down two kids hiding behind the disembodied bed of a truck.

      “Keep looking,” replied another voice, this one rich and bellowing. “There’s a lot to go through here, and we won’t find anything without some digging.”

      A figure came over the nearest mound with hardly a sound. It was difficult to see through the night’s darkness, but a light shone from around a curving path among the heaps of scrap metal. As the figure came down their side of the mound, the light surrounded the newcomer, and Casey could see it was a girl with long dark brown hair plaited into tight box braids. She was about four-foot-six, with a petite frame and dark bronze skin.

      Hunter gasped beside him, and Casey elbowed him in the ribs again. The girl was wearing capris, a long-sleeved shirt, beaten-up tennis shoes, and a cloak.

      Casey had to do a double-take to ensure his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. Upon further inspection, his eyes found the same thing: an honest-to-goodness cloak. Maybe that was what Hunter had gasped for.

      The girl walked around, her gaze lingering on various objects, but never staying longer than a few seconds. As she moved closer to the boys, Casey started to sweat. All this girl had to do was take a few steps in the wrong direction and the boys’ hiding spot would no longer be a hiding spot. Casey searched for an escape route, but they appeared to be surrounded by potentially loud obstacles.

      “We’ll have to sneak out when she turns around,” Casey whispered. He had used his softest voice, but somehow the girl’s gaze shot toward them. She froze in that position, staring in their direction. Casey pulled himself farther into the shadows. He could barely see the girl now. They just needed to wait and then⁠—

      The girl started running, not toward them, but away. “There’s someone here!” she yelled out into the darkness.

      Her cloak billowed in the wind as she tore away from them. Casey was thinking they might have gotten lucky, and the newcomers were going to leave them alone, when Hunter stepped out from behind the truck bed.

      “Wait! We’re unarmed,” Hunter shouted after the girl.

      She stopped, turned, and locked eyes with Hunter.
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      WHAT IS HUNTER thinking? We don’t know this girl or her mysterious friend. Hunter started walking toward the girl. Casey struggled with the decision for a bit, but in the end, he couldn’t leave Hunter alone with a stranger. When Casey emerged from behind their hiding place, the girl focused her attention on Casey.

      For the first time, Casey noticed that her brilliantly blue eyes almost seemed to glow. He raised his arms in a surrender pose. If they were going to play the part of nonthreatening, they might as well go all the way.

      “Who are you?” the girl asked. Her eyes skimmed them up and down, probably gauging their threat capabilities.

      “Hunter McKinley and Casey Davis,” Hunter responded.

      “He’s Hunter, I’m Casey,” Casey clarified. He put his hands down, thinking it was probably safe to do so now that they were talking.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      Casey raised his eyebrows. He would have just raised one, but he didn’t have that superpower. “We live here, obviously,” Casey said.

      Hunter shot Casey a “stop it” look. “We’re actually not sure where we are,” Hunter confessed.

      “You’re in the scrapyard outside of Titan Valley,” the girl said.

      “What’s your name?” Hunter asked.

      After a little hesitation, she responded, “Mia.”

      After a tense few seconds, a whirring sound filled the silence, and a short yellow school bus crept around a stack of boxes.

      “Mia, I heard you yell. What’s wrong—oh, hello.” The person on the bus had apparently noticed them, which wasn’t hard, with the headlights shining in their eyes. Casey raised his hand to shut out some of the harsh light. Noticing this, the driver dimmed the lights of the bus.

      “What’s a school bus driver and a ten-year-old girl doing out here at night?” Casey asked.

      Mia made her face emote for the first time since he had seen her. She scrunched her nose up and the edges of her lips dipped down. “I can do whatever I want, I’m–”

      “She’s eleven,” the bus driver interrupted. “Plus, she’s with me. What are two young boys doing out here all alone?”

      “We’re not quite sure,” Hunter replied.

      The bus driver ignored the question about what they’re doing here. Had it been intentional? There was silence for a moment, then the bus driver asked a different question.

      “Where are you headed?”

      The boys glanced at each other. Home. They wanted to head home. . . wherever that was.

      “Elk City, Oklahoma,” Hunter told Mia and the bus driver. “We go to Elk City Middle School and were on a field trip with our school until. . . well, until we showed up here.”

      Casey mentally counted to ten before either of the strangers said anything.

      “You’re going to have to lie better than that if you want us to believe you aren’t a threat.” The jovial voice of the bus driver had turned cold, threatening even.

      “We’re not lying,” Hunter said. “We were touring Xfactor Industries and messed around with some equipment. The next thing we know, there’s a loud bang, and we woke up here.”

      The bus rolled forward and turned so the main door faced Casey. In the process of doing so, Mia was blocked from his view. He tried to catch Hunter’s eyes, but the other boy had his glued to the door.

      “Look, I don’t think you mean us any harm, but I also find it extremely suspicious that two young boys would be out here by themselves at night,” the bus driver said. “So, if you’ll help my granddaughter and me search for a scrap part we’re missing, I’ll give you a ride to a nearby town.”

      “Sounds fair enough,” Casey said. “What are you searching for?”

      “A hard drive,” the bus driver said.

      Casey scratched the back of his head. In a scrapyard, that was almost the literal meaning of looking for a needle in a haystack.

      “Got anything more to go on, Miss. . .” Hunter asked, drawing out the end.

      “Petunia. My name is Petunia,” the bus driver replied. “And no, I can’t give you any more description than a hard drive. If you find something, I can check to see if it’s what we’re after.”

      “Petunia, what direction is the closest town in? Is it toward Elk City?” Hunter asked.

      Casey thought that was a good question, since neither of the strangers had told them where they were yet.

      “You were serious about Elk City?” Petunia asked, a little edge in her voice.

      “Yes,” Casey said, in a louder voice than he’d intended. Most people he met weren’t this shielded with directions.

      “You boys must know you can’t get to Elk City, Oklahoma, because”—she paused—“it no longer exists.”
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