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Chapter 1 

Operation Ava 
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It was the second week of the summer holidays, and the morning sun peeped through the curtains.

Josh slumped in his chair, drumming his fingers. He pushed his glasses up with one knuckle and glanced at his computer screen, still open to a half-finished game he had been coding. He thought about his mum saying, “Bored? How can you be bored?” while pointing at the various wires and gadgets crammed into his small, messy bedroom.

Amongst the chaos sat a neat row of books that covered everything from building a PC to writing code. He had read them all, cover to cover, more times than he could remember. He needed a project. An idea. Something new.

His sister, Ava, appeared in the doorway, pinching her nose.

“Urgh. Your room smells, and that means you smell,” she said.

Ava was perfect. Her bedroom was perfect. Her clothes were perfect. And every hair in her blonde mane knew better than to fall out of line. Ava had recently turned sixteen, three years older than Josh. He slumped further into his chair as he remembered her friends coming to his room to be mean to him during her party. He knew Ava was behind it.

“Ava, is your hair supposed to stick up like that?” Josh asked.

Ava bolted to her bedroom, where Josh knew she was now checking her hair in the huge mirror surrounded by light bulbs.

Her bedroom was much bigger than his. One end was filled with tripods, microphones, and bright lights, all aimed at a huge green screen. Yes, Ava was an influencer. Josh had watched her grinning like a maniac as she promoted stuff on social media. He thought about all her packages stacked up by the front door, most of which she gave to her friends.

“You stiiiink,” Ava sang.

He sighed, tilting his chair back as he stared at the ceiling. His fingers twitched to do something. Anything. But without an idea, they were useless.

Grabbing his phone, he scrolled mindlessly. Then he paused.

One of Ava’s posts filled the screen.

Ava spent hours making these videos, carefully editing and adding captions, and refilming parts when the lighting wasn’t quite right. He had heard all about it last week when Ava was shouting at Mum because one of her light rings had broken.

The post sparked an idea. Nothing too evil. Just a little mean, perhaps?

He spun his chair toward the computer and opened up a console window.

>> Operation Ava.

His fingers flew across the keyboard. He had seen Ava obsess over views, likes, and comments. What if he tweaked them a little? Nothing harmful. Just enough to mess with her notifications and make her question her influencer magic.

An hour later, it was ready. He pushed himself back from the desk to admire his work, and the books he had been using to code his game collapsed onto the keyboard. He picked them up and carefully filed them away in his bookcase.

He was about to hit ‘run,’ but then he hesitated. Ava would make his life miserable if she found out. Maybe he should just shut it down...

Wait. His heart sank. The bot had already started running.

And he couldn’t stop it. If he didn’t let the sequence finish, things could get a whole lot worse.

Ava walked into his room a minute later, holding her phone and frowning.

“Josh...” Ava’s voice was slow and uncertain. “My latest post just got 12,000 likes.”

Josh’s eyes widened. “Uh... Wow. That’s great.”

“There are also hundreds of one-word comments...” She kept scrolling. “Parsnip... leek... kale... potato...”

Ava narrowed her eyes, now looking directly at Josh. He could feel his cheeks burning. Behind him, his screen still displayed the code.

“Maybe your fans just really like... vegetables?” Josh said.

“Switch it off now!” Ava shouted.

“No... no. I’m sorry. We can’t stop it. It has to run.”

Ava planted her foot on his chair and shoved him so hard that he wheeled across the room, hit the bed, and tipped over. Before he could stop her, she grabbed the power cable and yanked it out of the back of the laptop.

“You’ve ruined everything!” Ava shrieked, slamming the door shut with a force that left his room rattling.

Josh groaned from the floor. He had seriously messed up.
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Chapter 2

Viral Veg 
[image: ]


Josh lay on the floor for a long time, staring at the underside of his bed. Bits of dust and an old crisp packet seemed to stare back at him.

He pushed himself up and crawled to his chair. The laptop sat on the desk, dark and silent. The power cable lay limp on the carpet.

He picked it up and pushed the plug back into the socket. The laptop hummed to life.

“Please work,” he whispered. “Please, please work.”

When the login screen finally appeared, his heart thudded so loudly he could hear it in his ears. He typed in his password and opened the console window.

Lines of code flickered into view.

“Come on,” he muttered. “What did you do before she pulled the plug?”

He scrolled to the bottom of the log. 

The bot had already sent a batch of commands to the platform before the power vanished. Shutting off his computer was like slamming the door after the postman had already pushed the letters through the slot.

His bedroom door burst open.

Ava stood there, cheeks flushed, phone clutched in her hand. Her perfect look had cracked. For once, she did not seem to care.

“What did you do?” she cried.

Josh spun round in his chair. “Nothing. I mean, something. But I tried to stop it.”

Ava marched across the room and shoved her phone in his face. The bright screen showed her latest post. 

“25,000 likes,” Ava said, her voice wobbling. “In half an hour.”

Josh swallowed. “That’s good, right?” he asked.

“The comments haven’t stopped,” she snapped.

He looked. The vegetable words were still there, stuffing the screen.

Parsnip.

Leek.

Kale.

Potato.

More and more of them, one after another.

“I pulled the plug,” Ava said through her teeth, “but it hasn’t stopped on my account.”

Josh blinked. Of course. The bot did not need his machine after it had told the platform what to do. The commands were already running on the site itself.

“OK,” he said. “I can fix this. I will log into the site and stop the bot from sending new comments.”

Ava folded her arms. “Fix it now!”

He turned back to the screen and began to type. His fingers moved quickly, even though his thoughts were racing faster.

He found the part of the code that told the bot to post its silly words. He changed a few lines and sent a new instruction through.

Status: updating.

Status: paused.

The words on the screen relaxed his shoulders a little.

“There,” he said. “No more vegetable spam.”

Ava checked her phone. The comments still sat there, hundreds and hundreds of them, but the flood finally slowed, then stopped.

She let out a shaky breath.

“Good,” she said. “Now undo it.”

“I can’t just undo it,” Josh said. “The comments are saved on the platform. I can’t wave a magic wand and erase them. People have already seen them.”

Ava sat down on the edge of his bed. For a moment she seemed smaller, like the big sister who had once held his bike steady instead of the girl who posed in front of a ring light saying “Guys” a lot.

“This is my whole thing,” she said quietly. “My numbers. My engagement. Brands look at that. They will think I’m cheating. Or mad. Or both.”

Guilt pressed on Josh’s chest.

“I only wanted to annoy you,” he admitted. “Just a little. I thought it would be funny if vegetables started popping up in your comments.”

Ava glared at him. “It’s not funny.”

He attempted a smile. “It’s a little bit funny.”

Ava’s expression briefly softened before defaulting back to her usual frown.

Ava’s phone buzzed in her hand.

She glared down. “What now?”

Her eyebrows jumped.

“What?” Josh asked.

She did not answer. Her thumb flew over the screen. Her expression flipped from annoyed to shocked to something else entirely.

“Oh my days,” she whispered. “It’s gone viral.”

Josh blinked. “What has?”

She shoved the phone at him again. The numbers were even higher.

Her follower count had jumped. Thousands more people had started following her. Real accounts. Real names.

And the new comments were not vegetables.

They were full sentences.

This is hilarious.

Why all the veg comments lol?

I am obsessed with this.

Is this some kind of project?

Josh scrolled in a daze.

“It got pushed onto the explore page,” Ava said. “Everyone is
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