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      “Look out!” I drew my plasma phaser and blasted the creature looming over my best friend Trevor’s shoulder. “Never turn your back on a six-foot sea ferret.”

      The buff blue avatar on the screen shrugged. “You’re Jay Turner. You’ve had my back since middle school.”

      We directed our characters down a wide pier, headed for something that looked like a cross between a pirate ship and a hovercraft. The sounds of creaky boards and sea spray floated out of the 3D speaker array on my GEAR Specter Screen, the biggest revolution in computer hardware since the smartphone. It consisted of two cylindrical wand controllers connected side by side via internal magnets. When pulled apart, they projected high-definition video on a thin, clear, flexible screen that wound in and out of the control handles like an old window shade. I could even feel the vibration and sway of movements through the tactile feedback gyros as I held it up in front of my face like a window into another world. It was a level of wizardry beyond anything I could comprehend.

      “Not everyone has unlimited play credits,” I said into the embedded microphone. “Those were my last three shots.”

      Trevor pulled out his own blaster as a new wave of seafaring vermin ambled toward us on tiny hind legs.

      “I earn time just like you do. If you put a little more effort into your schoolwork, you would earn plenty of credits.”

      “Maybe I like to live in the real world instead of pretending like everyone else.” I reached down and grabbed a pen off my desk, allowing the Specter Screen’s magnetic stabilizers to hold the control wands open.

      I clicked my pen.

      Trevor laughed. “Nowadays, Forward GEAR is the real world.” He gunned down two of the oncoming sea ferrets. “If you don’t believe me, feel free to venture outside my sim and look at the billions of users logging in, building environments, playing games, just... wandering around.”

      “No thanks.” I clicked my pen again and used the thumb control on my Specter Screen to backhand the last of the oversized sea rodents, sending the creature cartwheeling into the water. “I like it in here where things are nice and normal.”

      “Normal and secure.” Trevor holstered his blaster and pressed forward. “And stop making that noise. You know it drives me nuts.”

      Click, click.

      I spun around in my chair to survey our virtual surroundings for more of the weasel wannabes. The worn wooden pier was vacant, but the beach teemed with wriggling reinforcements for several hundred yards in both directions.

      “No one cares about your crazy ferret fascination... which we will be neck-deep in if we don’t get a move on.”

      Click, click.

      “And why ferrets? You could have made regular pirates for us to fight.”

      “First,” Trevor picked up the pace toward our escape vessel, “if you don’t stop clicking your pen, I’m going to code in a case of barnacle leeches for that chiseled mug of yours. Second, you would be surprised at what GEAR cares about. Besides, ferrets are way scarier than pirates. It’s like someone crossed a snake and a rat and convinced half the world they’re cuddly household pets. They’re razor-toothed demon spawn.”

      I laughed, almost clicked my pen again, then put it down and thumbed my controller to keep pace with him toward the ship instead. “You know clicking my lucky pen is the only thing that keeps me calm. Maybe I should get a pet. Something small and furry... like a cat but looonger.” I stretched out the last word to make my description extra cringeworthy. “Got any ideas?”

      “Funny,” Trevor said. “Comments like that make me happy we’ve never met in person.”

      “Ouch.” I appraised the word "luck" printed on the side of my lucky pen and wished Trevor were here to appreciate the irony. “Maybe I’ll show up at your door someday to surprise you. I’ll pose as a GEAR agent looking to steal all your nefarious ferret plans.”

      “Ha... ha.” Trevor ambled up the gangplank to board the ship without pausing to look back. “You can laugh if you like, but I know people. There’s a reason I’ve gone to all this trouble constructing a secure network.”

      I followed his avatar up and noted the giant blue GEAR Institute logo, a round cog with a stylized G in the middle, emblazoned on the hull. “Not so good they couldn’t snake one of their advertisements onto your ship.”

      Trevor shot me a disgusted look. “They stamp their name on anything built in here. Doesn’t mean they have the keys to the victim.”

      I thought about that for a minute, then shouted, “Kingdom. Keys to the kingdom. What does keys to the victim even mean? I swear you’re screwing with me when you say stuff like that.”

      “Whatever. You know what I mean.”

      Once we boarded, I threw the gangplank off the side and into the water to keep the giant sea ferrets from following us.

      “The GEAR Institute is as close to a worldwide hero as anything gets,” I said. “They streamlined education for the masses. You of all people should appreciate that.”

      Trevor moved to the aft portion of the ship and manned the helm atop the upper deck. The large wooden wheel stood in sharp contrast to the control board on his left, which looked like it had been hijacked out of one of the original Star Trek episodes. Lights, switches, and levers flashed and whirred in a way that seemed nonsensical, but Trevor worked the panel as if every toggle and knob had a purpose.

      “Education, yes. It’s the fact that they’ve placed a GEAR Specter Screen in the hands of every man, woman, and child in the world that concerns me. No one does that for free. And free online schooling? For everyone in the world? When something’s too good to be true, it truly is.”

      I blew out my breath in exasperation, resisting the urge to correct the expression... again. At least he was close.

      “So, you’re upset that we don’t have to go to school anymore?” I said. “Not only do we get to learn on our Specter Screens at home, but we earn time in here for every moment we spend working on our classwork. How is that a bad thing?”

      Trevor eyed me, then looked over the starboard rail. I sighed and turned toward the throng of oncoming creatures.

      “Enemy approaching at seventy yards,” I droned.

      Trevor made a few adjustments on his flashy chrome panel, then a sequential series of eight booms erupted off the starboard side. The ship’s cannons fired, and the deck exploded toward the oncoming invaders. Wood shattered into fiery splinters, sending the sea ferrets scurrying back on all fours toward the sand.

      “Nice shot.”

      Trevor smiled and turned back to the helm. With the flip of a few more switches, the hovercraft rose off the water and began to hum away from what was left of the pier.

      “You know, if you just want to make your getaway on the water, you could use a regular ship,” I said.

      Trevor raised an eyebrow. “If Blackbeard had a choice, do you think he would pick a regular pirate ship or an awesome repeating cannon hover-ship?”

      I blinked. How could I argue with that kind of logic?

      Dirty white sails unfurled above us to catch the breeze as we pulled away into the smooth water.

      “So where are we off to now, Captain?”

      “Wherever the wind carries us.” Trevor grabbed the wheel, leaving our furry nemeses behind... for now.

      “Well, the wind is going to take me right back to reality in a few minutes.”

      Trevor shot me a disapproving look. “You’re out of time already?”

      I moved up to stand next to him and leaned back on the wooden rail. “We only have to worry about earning time through schoolwork for another year. Then we will graduate, and life will be a free-for-all.”

      Trevor laughed. “If you mean you intend to continue your education with college courses so you can find a respectable job, then yes, life will be a free-for-all.”

      “If you intend to continue your education blah blah blah...” I mocked in an annoying voice. “Do I seem like college material to you? Even if we can do it on our Specter Screens, once I’m done with high school, I’m on my own.”

      “I would argue with you, but getting off GEAR’s radar isn’t a bad thing.”

      “Why won’t you tell me what you have against them? You always make these crazy accusations, then pull up short. Are you afraid they’ll hack through your super-secret Mission Impossible encryption algorithms and eavesdrop on your conspiracy theories?”

      Trevor let out a genuine laugh this time. “They wish. The day they can hack past me is the day I pack up my Specter Screen and retire. The only way they'll get access to my world is if I open the front door.”

      I looked at him. “Then what? They’ve educated the world and all but cured the plague of our generation.”

      That drew a sharp stare from his avatar.

      “PsychSS is not a plague. At least not one that turned up on its own.”

      Psychosis Susceptibility Syndrome, or PsychSS, was a severe psychological condition formerly known as schizophrenia. That term, along with derogatory labels like "schizoid" and "schizo," became socially unacceptable over the years, so the more formal description was readopted... and then promptly shortened, provoking the same problem as before.

      My mouth fell open in shock. “You think GEAR is responsible for spreading PsychSS? They’re the Global Exploration Analysis and Research Institute, not the Become Schizo from a Sneez Institute.”

      Trevor glared at me.

      “Sorry.” I rolled my eyes. “I mean, Become PsychSS from a Sneeze Institute.”

      Trevor huffed in response and turned his gaze forward again to peer toward the horizon. “When they show up at your door with their white jackets and a wrist cuff full of Charge Darts, you’ll feel different.”

      “Charge Darts? Like taser darts they wear on their wrists?” I shook my head. “Stop reading all those scandal sheets. They stretch the truth until it breaks. Maybe you need a vacation... like to a mental institution. I’ll bet the GEAR Institute can set you up in a nice padded room.”

      “If they show up at my door, I’ll have my boys beat them like a bongo.”

      “You don’t have any boys.” I laughed.

      “I have you, don’t I?”

      “Your earned time in Forward GEAR has elapsed.” The ethereal female voice seemed to come out of nowhere, sounding ever so polite. “To earn more time, please complete coursework assignments or perform extra credit work. You have one minute before disconnection.”

      “I guess that’s my cue.”

      The doorbell sounded downstairs, and I cocked my head away from my Specter Screen to hear whether one of my foster parents would bother to get up and see who was at the door.

      “Sounds like we have a visitor anyway,” I said. “I’ll catch you tomorrow in class.”

      The front door creaked open, there were voices, then my foster mom unleashed a loud tirade she usually reserved for me.

      “What’s going on?” Trevor must have recognized the look on my face, or at least the one that transferred to my avatar’s face.

      “I’m not sure. Sounds like Margaret’s yelling about something.”

      “What else is new? Let me know––” Trevor had just raised his hand to wave goodbye when my Specter Screen went black, shoving me back into the real world.
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      The commotion down the hall grew as I began my usual exit ritual. To say my bedroom was a little small would be like calling the CEO of GEAR a little rich. The width was just large enough to allow for my twin-sized bed and the combination side table/desk and chair. To open my bedroom door, I had to roll onto my bed, push my chair in, and then pull the door open.

      I managed the practiced maneuver and set my feet down on the bathmat I had procured to cover the bare subfloor and avoid splinters. Creature comforts weren’t my foster parents’ strong point.

      Margaret, my foster mom, had ramped up to a full-on reality show smackdown by the time I peeked out the door to glance down the hall. She had her hands on her hips, and her head swung side to side like someone had mounted it on a busted spring.

      “...the government pays us to take care of him,” she said. “And I’m not about to violate that solemn agreement.”

      Pause.

      “Not unless we’re compensated for our loss.”

      This sounded less like an argument and more like a negotiation. I was the only one here other than Margaret and her husband George, and I had to assume she wasn’t bartering for his release. Even so, I wondered why anyone would show up this late at night to do anything, much less pick up a foster kid for... whatever they wanted me for. No doubt Margaret would levy a convenience charge for that too.

      I stepped into the hall, careful to remain in the shadows, and watched the small window of action.

      When people like this showed up, the story was almost always the same. Someone, usually my current foster parents, would dump on me for one reason or another, and to get even, I would go break something, steal something, maybe steal and break something. After a few of my outbursts, some official would show up to haul me away. Problem was, unless I’d become a sleep-vandal, I hadn’t engaged in my usual anger therapy.

      “George, are you going to sit there and do nothing?” Margaret turned toward their stained yellow couch, where the human-shaped blob known as my foster father sat in his boxers and t-shirt.

      “Ya can’t have the boy. We have a contract.”

      Margaret turned back toward our unseen guests. “See there? We have a contract. We can get a lawyer and sue you.”

      She put her hands back on her hips as if she dared the visitors to argue… or perhaps sweeten the deal.

      “Ma’am, I'm afraid…” rustling papers, “Jay Turner is a ward of the state. He has been identified as a PsychSS risk. We are taking him in for treatment.”

      Margaret took a step back as an arm came into view. The man tried to offer her the paperwork proving his right to take me, but she wouldn’t accept it, not without a big fat check stapled to the front anyway.

      I ran my hands through my hair, brushing it out of my face. How would they know I'm a risk? Didn’t I have to take a test for them to know if I had the markers for PsychSS? That wasn’t the sort of thing that slipped your mind. The more I listened, the less sense this made.

      The stranger stepped into view, and little alarm hairs prickled on the back of my neck. He was big, somewhere between professional wrestler and someone who belonged in his own zoo exhibit. He wore a white orderly jacket, a black riot helmet complete with a plexiglass face guard, and tactical gloves with punchy plastic knuckles. As if that weren’t enough to handle a single sixteen-year-old kid, he also had a gun holstered on his right hip and strapped around his wrist like a chunky bracelet––Charge Darts. I hated it when Trevor was right. I wasn’t sure what these guys heard, but my black sheep reputation had been vastly overinflated.

      The shoulder patch on the orderly Guerrilla had the telltale hollow cog with a stylized capitalized G in the middle. The GEAR Institute.

      “We don’t wish to take the boy by force, but we will if we have to.”

      Force? I hadn’t even put up a fight...yet. I decided to head back to my room and think while the sensible adults worked out the rest of the negotiations.

      This proved to be a mistake.

      “Jay Turner?” My movement caught the eye of our visitor. He turned toward me, holding his hand out in my direction. “I need you to come with us.”

      Us? How many of these armor-clad lunatics were there?

      We stared at each other, waiting to see who would flinch first, then I turned and bounded into my bedroom.

      Heavy boots clambered down the hall as I slammed the door closed. I didn’t bother with the lock. Instead, I pulled my chair back and wedged it between my bed and the door, making it impossible for them to enter.

      If there was one thing all foster parents learned, it was to install good doors. The cheap ones tended to develop fist or foot-sized holes. One solid door was less expensive than a dozen cheap hollow cores.

      I stood on my bed, sandwiching my head between my hands, trying to decide if I was being unreasonable. Were Trevor’s conspiracy theories rubbing off on me? Worse, were they right?

      My backpack sat on the floor at the foot of my bed. I grabbed it and tossed in what amounted to my entire wardrobe: two worn-out T-shirts, three pairs of underwear, a second pair of jeans, and two pairs of socks. I found it somewhat ironic that my escape backpack was a GEAR freebie.

      I pulled on my heavy red flannel, shoved my Specter Screen control wands into the bag with my clothes, then zipped everything up, ready to roll. This wasn’t my first rapid exit. I made it a rule to always have a way out, no matter the place or situation. If you knew how to escape, you could live to fight another day.

      Fists pounded on my door, rattling the frame, and my chair screeched on the floor as they tried to open it. Apparently, the GEAR Guerrillas had given up on diplomacy. They slammed into the door, shoving it into the sturdy chair with enough force to make my bed bounce.

      Pound all you want, Big Boy; you’re never getting through that way.

      I threw my bedroom window open, ready to step out onto the fire escape, then at the last moment, I ducked back in to grab my lucky pen. True or not, right now I needed all the luck I could get.

      I squeezed out the window and hurried down the steep iron steps. I hit the third-floor landing, rattling old bolts and loose metal, then rounded the rough grating to the next set of steps. I still held my lucky pen, so when I reached for the rail, I lost my grip on it. My lucky charm clipped the railing and wrenched out of my hand.

      I paused to watch it fall in the dim light of the streetlamps, teetering and tumbling as the old click-pen bounced between the grates. It clattered down to the asphalt, coming to rest near a dumpster in the alley, where movement caught my eye. I squinted into the shadows, waiting to glimpse the motion again. Something… no… someone hid behind the big green bin.

      Almost as if I shouted the realization aloud, three men stood and revealed themselves. Two were dressed like the GEAR Guerrillas inside. They hit the fire escape like a couple of scrambling cats, trying to close the distance between us. The third man was more Gucci Guerrilla than GEAR Guerrilla. He wore a pinstriped suit, a black shirt, and a burgundy tie, with his black hair slicked back supervillain style.

      Gucci Guerrilla stood his ground and spoke into his sleeve as he stared up at me. I could just make out the static of a radio and a few words: anomaly… out of pocket… Auspex backup. None of it made any sense, and I wasn’t going to hang around to figure it out.

      The GEAR Guerrillas might be good at smashing things, but agility wasn’t their forte. They made their way up the fire escape, but it was like watching Clydesdales climb a tree. I had the advantage, and I planned to make full use of it.

      I sprinted back the way I came, noting with some satisfaction that the GEAR Guerrilla team outside my room hadn’t breached my door either. Before ascending the last set of stairs to the roof, I paused to close the last safeguard I had prepared for just such an emergency. At the opening of the stairs’ landing, I crisscrossed two bike chains already laced into the floor grating. A quick snap of the combination locks, and no one but a toddler could fit through.

      I still didn’t dawdle. Charge Darts and bullets could make it through, and they packed more of a punch. I heard the first GEAR Guerrillas shout in frustration while I ran away. The sound made me laugh. For all their fancy equipment and high-tech radios, a single teenager outwitted them with a couple of bike chains. When would adults learn that kids aren’t just bags of helpless hormones?

      I made my way across the roof to a wooden plank I had placed to cross over to the adjoining building. I had an entire network of rooftop routes mapped out. I would pop out of a building several blocks away, and they would still be trying to figure out how to bypass my locks.

      Time to start over, only this time, I was on my own. No more foster homes. I needed to figure out why The GEAR Institute would send an army to pick up one kid. Why did they want me? Was I really sick, and if I was, how did they know? I hated to admit it, but Trevor’s crazy conspiracy theories began to look more and more like conspiracy fact. Maybe it was time Trevor and I met in person after all.
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      I strolled out of the stairwell of Tommy’s Bar, six blocks away from my apartment building. The place was a locals’ hangout with pool tables, beer, and the smell of old cigarettes and sadness. Tommy himself stood behind the bar, cleaning a glass with a blue and white bar towel. He glanced over at me the moment I emerged from his upstairs storeroom, but my appearance barely raised an eyebrow.

      “What are you doing out this late, Jay?” Tommy slung the towel over his shoulder, filled the glass with ice, and topped it off with a shot of cola from the handheld dispenser. He slid the fizzy concoction my way, and I caught it with practiced ease.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” I meant every word. If I told anyone a bunch of GEAR Guerrillas showed up at my house with guns and Charge Darts, looking to abduct me for anal probe experiments, they would haul me away on principle.

      “Thanks for the Coke, but I can’t stay. I’ve worn out my welcome with George and Margaret. It’s time for me to move on.”

      Tommy shook his head. “I don’t understand how jokers like that are allowed to foster kids. Someone finds a cockroach in my joint, and the city comes down on me with enough inspectors to staff a Thanksgiving Day parade. Those two shove you in a walk-in closet with a can of soup and a blanket, live off your government subsidy every month, and they’re heroes.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not all that bad. They weren’t the worst fosters I’ve ever lived with. At least they didn’t try to pimp me out as their drug dealer—or worse. There’s a reason I learned to keep the back door open, and my bags packed.”

      Tommy shook his head. “You need a place to stay? I don’t have much, but you’re welcome to whatever I have until the city clowns find a better place for you.”

      I smiled and wished I could. Tommy was one of the nicest guys I had met in a long time. He meant what he said. I could see it in his eyes, but I had to get out of town and away from GEAR, at least until I figured out why they wanted me so bad.

      “Thanks, but I’m done putting my life in the hands of the state. I know a place up north where I can stay and get a job on my own.”

      This was half true. I wasn’t about to let the government screw with my life anymore. I would figure out the rest on my own.

      “All right.” Tommy reached for something at the back of his bar and handed it to me: a business card and three hundred-dollar bills. “If you ever need anything, call me. Consider the money a going-away gift.”

      I wanted to hand the money back to him, but the truth was, I needed it. No one used cash anymore, but that didn’t mean shops wouldn’t take it. Three hundred dollars would keep me from having to steal food and hitchhike out of town.

      “Thanks, Tommy. I wish I had more friends like you.” I finished my soda, slid the glass back over to him, and slipped the cash and card into my pocket. “I’ll see you around.”

      I shot him a wave as he picked up my glass, turned it over on the washer, and nodded. Then I walked out his front door. The recessed entry hid me from anyone on the street, so I stood there a moment, peeking around to the right and left. It was late, and traffic was light. A few cars drifted by, but none appeared suspicious or official enough to be GEAR-issued wheels.

      Satisfied the coast was clear, I strolled out onto the sidewalk. Neon signs above businesses hung on hotel buildings and suspended in the air, lighting the street like a thousand multicolored spotlights. I tried to look casual, but inside, I felt like every eye in the city was staring at me. The weight of it wriggled into my skull and down my spine, making me walk like I had a stick up my butt. I had to get off the city walkway. My brain knew I looked like any other kid on the street, but the message wasn’t getting through to the rational part of my feet. They just wanted to run.

      I was relieved when I saw my destination ahead: a twenty-four-hour drug mart. They would have some quick street rations and a few supplies. Then I’d be off to the transit terminal and wherever Tommy’s archaic cash would take me. I thought about his offer to stay with him and felt a little cheated. Tommy was a good guy; he always helped me, even though he didn’t have to. Why hadn’t any of my fosters been like Tommy? Why did I always draw the Georges and Margarets out of the cesspool? There were good homes. There had to be. What did I do to deserve being shoved into the sewer time and time again?

      The drug mart on the corner had enough lights for a prison yard during a jailbreak. Nerves tied my guts into knots, but I headed for the door anyway, eager to buy my road rations and be on my way.

      I strolled up to the automatic doors and they swished open, but the crackle of a two-way communicator stopped me in my tracks.

      The static and squeal seemed to echo all around me. I wasn’t sure if the noise had come from inside the store, behind me, or somewhere else. I felt exposed on almost every side, and I had no idea where the GEAR Guerrillas were. I sidestepped to the corner of the building, where a brick pillar and overhang helped obscure me from view so I could figure out which way to run.

      I waited to hear or see something that would offer a clue to their location. Seconds passed. Minutes. Nothing.

      Then a radio squealed again.

      “Copy. Subject’s in custody.”

      In custody? I wasn’t in custody. I wasn’t even in sight, as far as I could tell. The sound came from around the corner. Against my better judgment, I leaned over to peek past the bricks.

      Less than fifty yards away, two GEAR Guerrillas escorted a girl in plastic wrist shackles. She had long dark hair and looked to be about my age. They were headed toward the repurposed ambulance parked on the street. The vehicle had been repainted a stark white and bore the telltale navy-blue GEAR logo on the side, but it was hard to miss the rebar welded across the tinted windows. I found it ironic that in the age of public transport and electric cars, the most powerful corporation in the world used recycled fossil fuel dinosaurs.

      I watched the two agents lead that somber girl toward her rolling prison, and something inside me snapped. I could not—would not—allow them to throw her in there. Not tonight. If she wanted to visit GEAR Industries, she could do it of her own free will, but an innocent kid would not be taken prisoner by these thugs while I had a chance to stop it.

      I pushed off the wall and crossed the street behind them as they walked toward the ambu-prison. The big truck faced me next to the curb on the far side of the road, so I gained cover in front of it as they rounded the rear to secure their prisoner. The cab windows were down, making it easy for me to find what I needed. I slipped around to the passenger window, grabbed the items off the dash, then inched toward the tall crew door on the side of the vehicle. A quick examination showed me the simple modification I had hoped for.

      I reached up and laced my fingers into the door latch and waited as the orderlies escorted the girl into the back. My timing had to be perfect, or we’d be trussed up in this ambu-prison together.

      The springs bucked as one orderly hopped back out of the truck. I felt every muscle in my body tighten. The second I felt the vehicle rock again, I jerked my door open and leapt inside. The expression of shock on the girl’s face was outdone only by the expressions on the GEAR Guerrillas standing at the rear of the vehicle. All three were stunned into momentary inaction, then everyone moved in a blur of frenzied motion.

      I grabbed the girl by the wrists and hauled her forward as the two GEAR Guerrillas clambered back into the ambu-prison. We had barely cleared the side door when I spun around to slam it shut in
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