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      “You have to stop watching that video.” Trevor paced up and down the city sidewalk with a square piece of cardboard taped to his chest. He wrote the words, anything helps, in bold blocky letters with a red sharpie, but I wasn’t sure if it had any effect on the people passing by. They were all determined to avoid eye contact.

      “If I knew you were going to use that new Specter Screen to watch Neveah’s death over and over again, I would have never taken it off the network so you could use it.”

      “I can’t believe he killed her.” I stared at the screen while two guards threw Neveah... the only girl I had ever loved, off the top of a building. “How could her father do that? How can any father do that?”

      Trevor held out a baseball hat to a passing couple and shook it in front of them. The man pushed it aside and then shouldered past him, causing Trevor to stumble.

      “I know what he did,” Trevor snapped. “She was my friend too. I loved Neveah. But she would be ashamed to see us sitting on a sidewalk moping instead of doing something about it. It’s been more than a week. We have to come up with some sort of plan.”

      “A plan? I looked up at Trevor as he tried his hat shaking trick on a businesswoman only to get the same swat and shove response.

      “What is there to plan? We have no money, no food and Danny won’t be satisfied with killing Neveah. He wants us too. GEAR practically own the internet so we can forget about getting online. If we try to use your hacker skills, they’ll have us in less than a heartbeat. We don’t have a car, or a place to stay. And don’t forget about the A.P.B. your dad put out on us last week. Sooner or later, someone’s going to recognize us and turn us in.”

      Trevor rounded on me. “Danny forced my dad to do that, and you know it.”

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Everyone in the world is looking for us. It’s only a matter of time before we’re on that roof waiting for Danny to throw us off too.”

      Trevor took in a long breath and then let it out. “Listen. There are some things we just can’t change. Nothing we do will bring Neveah back, but as long as we’re still breathing, we can try to find a way to make Danny pay for what he did. We just need to concentrate on one priority at a time.”

      I glared at Trevor. I knew what he was going to say.

      “You can pretend it’s not a problem all you want.” Trevor shook his head. “But right now, finding your meds is priority one. You need a dose every week and you’re already overdue.”

      “I’m fine. I don’t feel any different than I did before. GEAR probably exaggerates the withdrawal side effects to scare their patients. I’ll bet I don’t even need it.”

      Trevor rolled his eyes. “Yeah right. That’s why you went into a freako psychosis on the bus... and near the train station... and on the street...”

      “All right,” I snapped, cutting him off. “That was before. I’m way better now. I can control it, I promise.”

      “Fine. How about we pretend you can control it, but we still find a way to get your medicine. You know... just in case.”

      I glared at him again.

      “Instead of pouting, why don’t you use your psychic powers to get us some cash?”

      Trevor walked up to another group of young men and shook his hat. This time he added a pathetic smile.  His reward? Another shove, this time hard enough to make him trip over his feet.

      “You really are bad at this.”

      The two of us turned our heads in unison to see a girl, not much older than Trevor, peeking at us from the alley at the corner of the building.

      She had her hair gathered into cute afro puffs on either side of her head and she wore a black T-shirt that read Bad Mama Jama in big pink letters that matched the pink flannel tied around her waist.

      The girl bounced toward us, vibrating with energy and an infectious smile that made me want to laugh.

      “You’re going about that all wrong.” She spoke in a rapid staccato voice that somehow matched her smile. “You have to look pathetic... I mean, more pathetic than you look right now.”

      She pointed at Trevor and his makeshift sign.

      This time, I couldn’t help but snort out a laugh.

      “People aren’t going to give you money unless they really feel sorry for you. Observe.”

      The girl snatched Trevor’s hat out of his hands and hurried several steps toward an approaching couple.

      “Excuse me. I’m so sorry to bother you, but my dad forgot to pick me and my little brother up from school again and we don’t have any money to get home. I don’t mind so much for myself, but my brother,” she gestured toward Trevor. “he has Autism and ADD. He practically wets his pants every time a stranger talks to him. Our dad does this to us all the time. Well, I guess he’s our stepdad. Our real dad walked out on us when he found out my brother was... well, you know.”

      “Anyway, our stepdad drops us off at school, then heads straight to the bar when he gets his assistance check.”

      The couple slowed then stopped to listen to her, and the girl turned slightly so Trevor and I could see her face. Her lip quivered and she slouched her shoulders just enough to appear utterly defeated. A single tear rolled down her cheek and fell to the ground, completing the Emmy-winning performance.

      “My brother’s special ed teacher always threatens to call social services, but I don’t want her to. Last time they took us away, our foster family beat my brother on account of his condition.

      “Sorry. I’m probably talking too much. I always do that when I am nervous... or hungry. We just need a couple of dollars for the train. And maybe a dollar to buy a hamburger. My brother and I can share one of those little McDonald’s child-sized burgers. We’re used to being hungry. Our stepdad spends all our money on booze. I think I said that already.”

      The girl delivered this entire pitch so fast, she hardly took a breath. She just kept talking, making her story sound more and more pathetic until the man reached for his wallet.

      “Okay, kid. I don’t know if you’re telling the truth, but you have a pretty good act. If your dad really is that much of a douche bag, you should let social services get involved. Not every foster home is bad.”

      “Says the privileged guy who had a family and a warm house to grow up in,” I whispered under my breath.

      The man stuffed a couple of bills into the hat, and she dipped her head. “Thank you so much, mister. You have a beautiful wife by the way. I’m sure you’ll make great parents. Not like mine.”

      She watched the couple walk away, then she strolled back toward us in triumph.

      “And that’s how it’s done!” The girl reached into the hat and pulled out two twenty-dollar bills.

      “Impossible.” Trevor gawked. “You put that money in there somehow!”

      The girl laughed and handed Trevor his hat.

      “You’re cute. Why would I do that? Do I look rich to you?”

      She winked and showed him a smile that was a little more than friendly.

      “I’m Peggy.” She held out her hand.

      Trevor put his hat on, then reached out to give her hand a cold, firm shake.

      “And we’re leaving.” Trevor let go of her hand and tried to walk away, but I stood up and reeled him back in by his shirt collar.

      “What my friend means is, we really appreciate your help. I’m Jay.” Much as I tried to hide it, I still had a bit of a chuckle in my voice. “And this guy is Trevor.”

      Peggy looked him over, head to toe, and winked again. “Cute name for a cute boy.”

      “Oh Lord.” Trevor grabbed my arm and tried to pull me past Peggy. “Can we please go now?”

      “Not on your life.” I planted my feet and refused to move. “Peggy gave you a compliment. You should say thank you.”

      Peggy beamed at him.

      “Fine. Thank you.” Trevor pulled at my arm again, glaring at me so hard, I thought his eyeballs might bug out. “Now let’s go.”

      “So where are you from,” I said, ignoring Trevor. “Do you live around here?”

      “I guess you could say that.” Peggy let out a laugh. “I live where I can. That part about the foster parents was true. My last placement was pretty awful, so I decided to do things my way.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “I grew up with fosters too. They’re horrible.”

      “Not all of them.” Peggy shrugged. “There are plenty of nice ones, but I never seem to stay with them for very long. I always got stuck with the butt holes.”

      I started to walk, planning to head for the closest fast-food joint to get something to eat. Peggy kept pace with me while Trevor followed, looking even more disgruntled than before.

      “What about you, Cutie?” Peggy said over her shoulder. “Did you say something about your dad earlier?”

      “My name is Trev-or.” He said each syllable, sounding out his name phonetically. “And yes, I had a dad and a mom, not that it’s any of your business. We just… I mean, my dad is… never mind.”

      Trevor crossed his arms and redoubled his pouting efforts, unable to come up with a decent cover story for why we were out begging for cash on the streets.

      “You’re in trouble,” Peggy filled in after Trevor’s stuttered response. “I heard you talking about that Danny guy. He put out a huge reward on both of you. Your faces are all over the GEAR news vids. They’re even running commercials.”

      Trevor and I stopped walking in unison, ready to turn and sprint away.

      “Don’t worry.” Peggy laughed. “I may be a lot of things, but I’m no snitch. I’d never rat anyone out. At least not without good reason.”

      “Reward money seems like a pretty good reason to me,” I said.

      “Naw. I can get money anytime. I’d rather hang out with interesting people and do interesting things.” Peggy waggled her eyebrows up and down.

      I considered for a moment, staring at this miniature con artist, then shrugged. “I guess we have to trust somebody.”

      I resumed my pace toward the fast food promised land, but Trevor grabbed my shirt and held me back to walk next to him.

      “Are you serious? She’s going to give us up the first chance she gets. Plus, she’s…” Trevor lowered, his voice to whisper. “I think she’s flirting with me.”

      Peggy turned around and tickled Trevor’s ear with her fingers. Trevor jerked away like she had thrown a punch at him.

      “Oh, I’m flirting alright. Anyone would flirt with a cutie like you.”

      I hissed out a laugh. One of the first real laughs I’d had in more than a week.

      “You’re definitely sticking around for a while.”

      Peggy did a little skip and bounced on her feet. “Great! So, give up the goods. I’ve heard all the bull hockey that office jockey Danny is spouting all over the vids. Why don’t you tell me what you’re really doing out here?”
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      The three of us waited underneath a tree in the city’s food truck courtyard. Peggy had guided us toward one truck in particular that served street tacos faster than people could order them. I faced away from the crowd of hungry people, not wanting to get slammed with all the Reality Twines while people decided what to eat.

      We chose this outdoor location rather than a fast-food joint after Peggy told us how popular our faces had become on the vids. Trevor didn’t have his Specter Screen anymore and we couldn’t get online without waving a flag on our location, so we hadn’t seen the virtual wanted posters Danny posted all over the net.

      “I’m really sorry about your girl, Jay.” After seeing her bubbly personality, Peggy’s somber tone seemed almost out of place. “That’s messed up with a capital mess. I don’t even know her, and I hate this guy Danny already.”

      “She was my friend too.” Trevor glared. “And I don’t like standing in the open like this.”

      He pulled his hat down and his eyes darted around like an over-caffeinated hummingbird making him look not at all suspicious.

      “If we’re as popular as you say, someone might recognize us.”

      I shook my head. “I’m keeping an eye on the Reality Twines. No one here will notice us, at least not within the next few minutes as long as you stop trying to look like some kind of comic book super spy. If I catch wind of anything, we can leave before they have the chance to spot us.”

      Peggy eyed me. “So, you can really...” She made a little gesture with her hands, wiggling her fingers, as if she were doing a magic trick.

      “See the future?” I finished for her. “Yeah. Unfortunately, it comes with enough strings to knit a sweater. I would much rather see the world like everyone else.”

      “If we don’t get your meds, you’re going to be sorry you can see anything at all.”

      I opened my mouth to say something less than appreciative, but Peggy jumped forward, raising a finger in the air.

      “This is us,” she whispered then strode to the counter with carefree confidence while Trevor and I waited by the tree. When she got there, I realized what she had done. The food truck was so busy, it was only a matter of time before someone missed their name when it was called. Peggy just waited until an order went unclaimed, then she swooped in like a hungry seagull and snatched it right out from under their noses.

      “Why are you trusting her?” Trevor grabbed my arm and pulled my attention over to him. “I know you think this whole flirting thing is funny, but she could turn us in and end everything for us.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve scoured every Reality Twine sprouting away from her timeline. She has almost as many as you do, but none of them are racing to turn us in, at least not in the near future. As far as I can tell, she just wants to help.”

      I shot him a sideways smile. “You may want to consider being a little nicer to her. I think she really likes you. It might be the only reason she’s still here… Cutie.”

      “Very funny.” Trevor narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Come on. She’s waiting for us.”

      Trevor and I hurried to Peggy’s table, where she divided the street tacos into three separate portions. Each of us had four tacos and they looked much better than anything we would have gotten at a fast-food joint.

      “You two done with your little powwow? I assume it was about me. I told you, I’m not here to turn you in. I just like to help. I’ve been where you are, and I wish someone would’ve helped me.”

      That took some of the fire out of Trevor’s glare. His shoulders fell and he sat down at the table.

      “Sorry if I’ve been a little mean to you. Things have just been so stressful.”

      “I get it, Cutie. If you want me to rub your shoulders or anything, just let me know.” Peggy shot him another wink.

      Trevor sat up straight as a board and regained his low brow stare. “I thought we established my name is Trevor.”

      “I know, Cutie.”

      Trevor bared his teeth. “I told you––

      I held up a hand to stop him.

      “Okay, okay. Can we just enjoy this amazing food? Who knows when we’ll get something like this again.”

      “Hang with me,” Peggy said around the mouthful of street taco. “And you’ll eat like this every day.”

      The three of us ate in blissful silence, then wiped away the remnants of our feast with napkins and wet wipes Trevor had retrieved from one of the food truck counters.

      “So, what’s next?” Peggy leaned forward onto her elbows with a wide-eyed smile.

      I glanced over at Trevor, who shook his head in manic little jerks, but I searched Peggy’s Reality Twines again and found nothing hostile.

      I tilted my head, wondering if Peggy could be for real. Did we really stumble across the perfect person to help us just when we needed it most? I wouldn’t admit it to Trevor, but it did seem almost too good to be true. On the other hand, if she was genuine, turning her away would be a huge mistake.

      “I don’t really know.” My mood darkened as my thoughts strayed toward the Specter Screen inside my newly acquired backpack. “This is pretty much where you came in. Danny has money and resources we will never match, not to mention the hard drive that can take down the GEAR network.”

      “Don’t forget the reward,” Trevor added. “That’s going to make it pretty hard for us to get around. And he has my dad. Oh, and Neveah’s brother Frankie.”

      I hated to admit it, but I had forgotten about all of that. I spent so much time drowning in my grief that I became blind to everything else.

      “Well, if you don’t mind a fresh perspective, I see you as having three choices. Four, if you count tucking your tails and running, but I doubt that’s even a consideration.”

      She paused and glanced from me to Trevor, and we both shook our heads.

      “All right, then. Three choices it is. One.” She held up a finger. “You could go try to save Trevor’s dad. From what you have told me, I don’t think that’s the best option. It sounds like he has his situation under control, at least for now. I would put that one on the back burner. That leaves saving this Frankie kid, or going after the drive.”

      She held up a second and third finger.

      “Obviously, I don’t know everything about your situation, but it sounds like Danny is way out of your league. He probably has security coming out of his butt and I sure don’t want to run into this Rita chick.”

      Rita was Danny’s number one security officer. Part-time ninja and part-time psychopath. I didn’t want to run into her any more than Peggy did.

      “So, with option one gone.” Peggy folded her first finger back down with her opposite hand. “And option three gone.” She pulled down her third finger, leaving only her middle finger pointed toward Trevor.

      Trevor scowled as a mischievous grin grew on Peggy’s face. She pulled the last finger down.

      “The way I see it. You’re going to need some back-up to take Danny on. If this kid Frankie is all you say he is, maybe he can help you get in somehow. At least it will give you something Danny wants, and that will put you on more of a level playing field.”

      I considered her reasoning and nodded. “You’re right. Much as I want to go straight at Danny, getting Frankie is the way to go. Besides, Neveah would have wanted us to save him first.”

      I looked over at Trevor and saw resignation on his face. “I guess she’s right... for now, but how are we going to make that happen? Rescuing Frankie sounds great, but we have no way in. He’s probably surrounded by as much, or more security than Danny’s high-rise. I don’t even have my Specter Screen. Who’s going to hack their security system or find Frankie or do any of the other things we need to do? I’ll bet all their locks are electronic too.”

      We sat there for a few minutes, considering this reality. Trevor was right. We couldn’t use any of his talent without alerting Danny to our presence. We didn’t have Neveah to help us get in either.

      My gaze fell to the table, and my mind began to wander away from our conversation, back to the roof where Neveah died.

      “Do you know what would happen if someone suddenly took away all the computers and electronics on earth?” Peggy said, jolting me out of my stupor.

      “We would all die in fiery ruin and chaos?” Trevor answered without hesitation.

      “No... well, maybe. But in the meantime, people would go on without them. Computers didn’t show up until the late 1900s. Before that, there was no such thing. Everyone did stuff by hand.”

      Trevor visibly shuddered. “That’s not even funny. I’ll bet they could barely survive. How could they send emails, or text messages? Like I said, fiery chaos.”

      “You really are cute. I have no doubt you have amazing computer skills, but I have a few skills of my own and none of them involve electronics. If there’s a way in, I can find it. In fact, a security compound is easier to get into than a skyscraper. Unless you’re Spider-Man, it’s pretty tough to get past the security on the first floor.”

      “I don’t know how you’d manage it, but Trevor found some compound schematics on a Spector Screen we borrowed at the bus stop.” I made air quotes for that last part. “We saved the file before Trevor had to take it offline.”

      Peggy rubbed her hands together like an evil villain. “Perfect. Tell me everything.”
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      “This is never going to work,” Trevor whispered, but I could hardly hear him over the wind whipping across the parking lot. We knew the approach to the compound would leave us exposed, so we waited until nightfall so we could get in and hide among the ocean of parked cars located on the wide, flat mesa above the cliffside compound. “I feel ridiculous. And why isn’t she carrying anything?”

      “I’m not carrying anything because I’m the brains of this operation.” Peggy grinned at Trevor. “When you come up with the plan, I promise I will carry your computer.”

      I pretended to cough to keep myself from laughing and busied myself by shifting the large black duffel bag strapped across my chest, a twin to the one Trevor carried.

      “Very funny. This isn’t CIA spy gear or plastic explosives. We got everything at Home Depot, through your materials liberation program."

      Peggy shrugged. “A master spy knows how to work with the materials she has.”

      “I hate to admit it, but I’m with Trevor on this one,” I said once I had my grin under control. “Not the carrying part, but I’m a little skeptical about this plan. The compound is built into a cliff face. It seems like the only way in would be through the front doors. Why are we standing on a mesa thirty feet above it?”

      Other than the parking lot and miles of security fence that surrounded what looked like a barren desert, there was no evidence that the security compound even existed. There was a paved roadway that circled around and into the canyon, but that seemed to be the only way into the compound.

      "Yeah,” Trevor agreed. What are we going to do, wait for the evil professor shuttle bus to come up and drive us around to the entrance?”

      “There's always more than one way in,” Peggy whispered. “Now be quiet and let me work.

      She thrust her hand toward Trevor, palm up like a surgeon, and without giving him a second glance, said, “Pliers.”

      Trevor hesitated a moment. When Peggy didn’t relent, he rolled his eyes, then dug in his black duffel bag and pulled out a set of orange-handled pliers. He slapped them into her hand a little harder than necessary, then Peggy scurried forward out of sight, leaving us crouched between two cars facing the fence.

      “Are we seriously going to trust her with this crazy plan?” Trevor shouted in my face to be heard over the wind. “We only have to make one mistake and it’s over. This is not a video game. There are no do-overs or extra lives.”

      “Like I always say,” I leaned back to put a little space between my face and his wheezing protests, “if you have a better idea, let’s hear it.”

      Trevor sat back on his heels again and took a puff of his inhaler. “I hate it when you say that.”

      “You hate it because I’m right.”

      The huge overhead streetlight in our section of the parking lot and fence blinked out above us, drawing our eyes upward. A few more seconds, and Peggy reappeared, restless and smiling.

      “I disconnected the wires behind the access plate on the pole,” she said, as if in answer when she saw us both looking up at the light. “It’ll take them a while to work that one out.”

      I nodded. “Okay. That was pretty good. But the motion sensors all along that fence don’t need any light. We won’t get within fifty feet without setting them off.”

      Peggy put her hand out again, palm up and all business.

      “Black trash bag.”

      “Thank goodness.” Trevor unslung what looked like an inflated trash bag balloon he carried on his back in addition to his duffel bag, making him look like some sort of ninja Santa Claus. It was the only part of his gear that looked different from mine, and the part that made him feel less than dignified.

      “I don’t know why you made me drag this stupid thing in here. It’s just full of trash… trash you made.” Trevor handed over the beachball-sized bag.

      Peggy grinned back at him. “Exactly.”

      She held her hand out again, this time in my direction.

      “String and rock.”

      Those pieces of the puzzle I had in my bag. I unzipped the top and reached inside, but the first thing my hand landed on felt unfamiliar. When I pulled it out, my eyes went wide.

      “Mace?” I hissed at Peggy. “When did you get mace and… why do we need mace?”

      Peggy looked back at me then down at my hand. “It’s not mace, it’s pepper spray, and I have learned it’s never a bad idea to carry something you can use to defend yourself.”

      She reached out and snatched the pepper spray out of my hand and shoved it into the front pocket of her jeans.

      Part of me wanted to argue with her, but it wasn’t like she was packing a .45. Pepper spray was about as non-lethal as you could get. Besides, maybe she was right. Having something like that could come in handy if we found ourselves in a bind.

      I reached into my bag to grab the string and the rock then handed them over to her. She tied the rock to one end of the string and the trash bag to the other.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Without a word, she stepped forward, swung the rock around two times like a giant sling, then hurled it, and the trash bag, over the fence.

      “Are you crazy!” Trevor screeched. “We have to get out of here!”

      Trevor grabbed hold of my arm and tried to drag me in the opposite direction. But Peggy snatched my opposite arm and tugged me back.

      “You’re going to miss the best part. Watch this.” She licked her finger and held it up to test the wind currently blasting us in the face then yanked a second string leading from her hand to the trash bag like a fishing line. The slipknot holding it closed popped free and the contents spilled into the wind.

      Dozens, if not hundreds of strips of yellow caution tape flew from the bag and wrapped themselves into the fence like seaweed in a propeller. They flapped and snapped like a thousand plastic flags, producing enough motion to catch the attention of a blind man.

      Peggy wound her string into a little ball and handed it back to me so I could stow it in my duffel bag.

      “Now we wait.” Peggy’s whisper sounded sinister enough to be a cartoon villain’s.

      “Wait?” Trevor managed to gain control of his voice enough to stop screaming, but he still squeaked with terror. “Wait for what? Wait for them to come arrest and torture us? I knew this whole thing was a mistake. “

      “Well, we’re in it now,” I said. “We may as well ride it out to the end.”

      We crouched there for several minutes, and nothing happened. The wind and snapping plastic produced a noisy silence that felt more than a little unnerving. The sort of angry anticipation that comes just before a storm.

      We waited so long, I was about to call the plan a failure when a flash of headlights shined around a dirt access road inside the compound fence. The three of us peered over the trunk of the car to look through the windshield so we could avoid being spotted.

      A pickup truck with the GEAR logo plastered on the door made a beeline for our caution tape and stopped with its headlights on the mass of writhing yellow snakes. A GEAR Guerrilla stepped out and sulked over to the flapping disaster and shook his head.

      “Security fourteen to base.” He leaned his head to the side and spoke into the microphone clipped to his shoulder.

      “This is base, go ahead.”

      He was shouting and had his radio turned up to combat the wind, so we could hear every word.

      “I found the anomaly in the motion sensors. Somehow, a trash bag full of caution tape blew up here and got wrapped in the wire. Probably the contractors working down below. I keep telling them to secure their trash.”

      “Can you clear the item?”

      “Negative. There’s too much tape and it’s too windy. I’m going to have the contractors come up here first thing in the morning and clean up their own mess. Just turn off motion sensors in this sector until 09:00.”

      “Copy.” The GEAR Guerrilla looked up at the darkened light and pulled the flashlight off his belt to shine it toward the glass.

      “Put in a work order for the corner light in the parking lot. The glass seems to be intact, so no one’s busted it out. Probably needs a new bulb.”

      “Copy.”

      With that, the Guerrilla turned and marched back to his truck, got in and peeled away in a cloud of dust and debris. The moment he began to drive away, Peggy turned her head in our direction and raised her eyebrows in triumph.

      “You win,” I said. “You’re a genius.”

      I looked over at Trevor, expecting him to agree, but he stared at me with his mouth wide-open. It took me a moment to realize I had just granted a title I had reserved only for him and his brilliant computer skills.

      “Don’t worry, you’re a genius too,” I amended. “She’s just a genius today.”

      Trevor closed his mouth and shook his head without saying anything else.

      “I assume you have some sort of magic gate opener and an elevator to get us down three stories through solid granite into this compound?”

      I looked back at Peggy, wondering how she would get past the next barrier.

      “Follow me. Let Peggy teach you two a little something about chain-link fences.”
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      Peggy inched around Trevor to make her way through the parked cars toward the perimeter fence. I had no idea what she could possibly teach us about a chain link fence that we didn’t already know. It was just a fence. Unless she was a descendant of Merlin the Magician, open sesame probably wouldn’t part the fence like a magic zipper.

      “I hate to even ask this because you’re just going to tell me how I’m wrong.” Trevor sighed. “But what about the cam–”

      He reached out and put a hand on Peggy’s forearm to slow her down, but they both lingered for several seconds, staring into one another’s eyes. Peggy, her grin less mischievous and full of wonder. Trevor, open mouthed with a sort of astonished fascination as if he had never seen anything like her before. It was that moment… that electric shock that screams, this is the one! And I got to see it happen to Trevor for the very first time.

      My eyes flicked back-and-forth between them so fast, I thought I might fall over. I bit my lip hard to avoid the inappropriate laughter that tried to hammer its way out of my throat and ruin the moment… the way Trevor always did.

      “What were you going to say, Cutie?” This time when she said the word cutie, Trevor did not object. In fact, he jerked as if the word had some sort of physical impact.

      “I said… I mean…” Trevor paused. “I can’t remember.”

      Peggy giggled. “What about the cameras?”

      Trevor nodded, never taking his hand off Peggy’s forearm.

      “That’s why I put out the light.” Peggy never broke eye contact or lost that lovestruck grin. “Plus, we have your friend over there.”

      Trevor spun around as if he had forgotten about me. His hand jerked away from Peggy’s arm, and he stared at me like a lost puppy.

      “He can do his little psychic lookout thing,” Peggy finished, never missing a beat. “He should know if someone’s coming and when it’s safe to head toward the fence.”

      Trevor nodded again.

      Peggy let out another giggle. “Let’s go wait closer to the front of the cars until the coast is clear.”

      Peggy spun around and practically skipped away. My grin could no longer be contained. It spread across my face wide enough to reach my ears.

      Trevor furrowed his eyebrows at me. “I do not like her,” he snapped.

      “Surrrrrre you don’t.” I drew out the word into a long, sarcastic syllable.

      Trevor huffed, then spun around and walked away. He seemed to realize at the last moment that he was following Peggy and stopped to motion with his arm for me to move up in between them.

      “Are you sure you don’t––”

      “Shut up.”

      This time, I could not control my hiss of laughter.

      When we moved up behind Peggy, she was all business again. “I’m ready when you are.”

      I hated to admit it, but I had been so preoccupied with how Peggy was going to bypass the alarm system that I forgot all about monitoring the Reality Twines. Had that security guard parked next to us in the parking lot, I would have never seen him coming. Now, though, I could see it all. I checked the Reality Twines and saw nothing out of the ordinary. I was just about to tell Peggy to go when something caught my attention. Something in my Future Sight that didn’t seem quite right.

      I stared at it for a minute, and I had the sense it was staring back at me. My unease grew stronger with every second, then the anomaly took shape and began to move. It charged straight at me as it solidified into a recognizable figure. Something dark and terrifying. A wraith trailing fire and smoke. Its bright orange eyes seemed to bore into my very soul. It could see me, all of me, even the worst parts of me. Then I wondered if it was me. My unholy identity come to finally take its place in the forefront of my mind.

      It let out a blood-curdling scream as it reached out for me, then at the last moment, I shut a mental door on my Future Sight, cutting off all the Reality Twines, as well as the wraith that threatened to destroy my soul. It wasn’t something I had ever done before or even something I knew I could do. Having the ability to open and close my Future Sight could be a huge benefit, but not being able to see the Reality Twines when I needed to could also be a curse. Especially at a time like this. It all happened in the span of a couple of seconds, but it felt like an eternity.

      “Dude,” Trevor whispered. “Are you okay?”

      I crouched there, stiff as a board, my eyes wide with panic as I searched the horizon for something they couldn’t see.

      “I’m good.” I shook my head, blinked my eyes and tried to look relaxed even though I was sure I failed on that last part.

      “Everything’s clear. Go ahead.”

      Peggy hurried toward the fence, but I could feel Trevor’s suspicious stare. He sensed something was wrong, but I couldn’t tell him what just happened. Any hint that I might be lapsing into a psychosis, and he would blow it all out of proportion. He would dig his heels in and refuse to do anything but find my meds. I couldn’t let that happen. We had far more important things to worry about right now.

      I sped off behind Peggy before Trevor had a chance to grill me, giving him no choice but to follow and leave his interrogation for later.

      Peggy’s hand shot out the moment I caught up to her. “Bolt cutters.”

      Thankfully, the wind had died down, so it was no longer necessary to shout, at least not as much. I reached into my bag to retrieve the item, but again, I couldn’t hide my skepticism. “It’s going to take forever to cut through the fence. We’ll have to cut every single wire.”

      While I spoke, Peggy clipped a wire at the bottom, then stood and clipped a wire at the top.

      “I can’t guarantee we won’t get caught for that long,” I rambled on. “We should have brought two more cutters so we––”

      Peggy handed the bolt cutters back to me, cutting off my rant. Without a word, she grabbed the clipped wire at the top and twisted it like an auger. To my astonishment, the fence began to open up like a literal zipper. School us she did. Within a few seconds, she thwarted a high security fence designed to defend against international terrorists.

      “You win.” I shoved the bolt cutters into my bag and zipped it up. “I won’t say another word.”

      “Bout time.” Peggy pushed the two sections of fence to the side, and we all squeezed through to sprint onto the open plateau. If they had cameras covering the vast no-man's land that served as the roof for the compound, we were all as good as sunk, but we had little choice. It was a long run to the edge of the cliff and there was no other way for us to get there. We just had to hope the meager moonlight wouldn't be enough to reveal our presence as it lit our way.

      I should have monitored the Reality Twines for any signs of trouble, but I wasn’t prepared to see that fiery wraith again. I just had to hope our coast would be clear from here on in.

      When we reached, the halfway point many of the large rocks and boulders jutting out of the ground began to look strange. Then I noticed they weren't rocks at all. They were ventilation shafts, heating and cooling ducts and roof vents. All the things you would find on a typical building, but these were camouflaged like Marine Corps snipers. I suspected some of the larger ones may have even hidden satellite dishes.

      “How did you know these were here?” Trevor looked around as we slowed our jog, noticing the same thing I did. “None of this was on my schematics.”

      “I didn’t,” Peggy admitted. “But every building has to get air. Imagine if you sealed a rat in a plastic box with no holes. The rat wouldn’t last very long.”

      I huffed out a laugh. “So, what are we looking for? Is there some sort of trap door up here? I bet they have fire escapes, right? It’s the law. They have to have fire escapes.”

      “This is the government” Trevor said. “Or might as well be since it’s GEAR. They can do whatever they want. If they want their evil scientists to
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