
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A cyber romance like no other. A love like no other. Danger, like nothing you’ve ever seen before. Conceive the incredible. Achieve the impossible.

	 

	 

	Jake Cullen, a disabled teen novelist, is contacted from the great cyber beyond by a person who calls herself Miranda.

	It turns out that Miranda isn’t a hacker, but an AI program, a free-roaming, independent program that can go anywhere and do anything it likes within the confines of cyberspace. Jake finds her creator, Doctor Helena Schreiber, and receives the greatest gift—a way to link up to her creation, Miranda.

	Jake enters the internet and finds a cyber world that’s much like our own, but more so. He and Miranda go exploring together, and also find out they’re more into each other than they thought possible.

	While all is fun and games at first, trouble looms in the form of Marvin Throckmorton, Schreiber’s former employer. He’s aware that Doctor Schreiber has created a sentient program, and he wants it.

	To that end, he sends his enforcers to coerce the information out of Jake, and they attack him and threaten his life and the life of his mother.

	What he does not know is Doctor Schreiber’s ultimate goal—to make her creation more human. Jake also has a goal—to survive. With Miranda’s help, he finds a way to fight back and discovers just where he truly belongs.
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Chapter One: Home Life

	 

	 

	Portland, Oregon, June fourth. Eight-fifteen AM, school day.

	 

	“Jake, you’re going to be late!”

	My mother’s voice interrupted me, just when I’d come to the penultimate line. Varksor, the hero of my latest piece, was about to deliver the death blow to Shardoor, his hated archenemy. I’d written, “This is for the honor of my—”

	“Jake!”

	Aw, crap. “All right, Mom, I’m coming.”

	Varksor would have to wait a little longer to get his revenge. I saved what I’d been working on since five this morning, shut things down, and hoped that my computer wouldn’t go haywire.

	Things had been happening all over the world for the past two months, strange things, as in computers being taken over by what the experts called an unknown virus that they dubbed the World Wide Disruptor.

	No one knew where it came from. Said virus neither stole nor corrupted any data. It merely sent the user to other sites, hid messages and then restored them, and put up different screensavers.

	“We urge people to check their apps,” the announcers urged. “Debug your programs, install new anti-viral systems if you have to, and don’t save any sensitive information on your computer. Use a flash drive.”

	Sound reasoning, although I had nothing of a sensitive nature on my computer, only story files. That was it.

	“Jake!”

	“Coming!”

	I ran-limped to the shower to hose myself down, and while doing said hosing, thought about school, that bastion of higher education. For me, it was a necessary evil. The experts said it would teach people how to study.

	Sure, they did.

	They also said school would teach me how to get along with others.

	Cue the second, “Sure, they did,” comeback.

	Finally, those so-called experts, who were only expert at convincing others they were experts, said school would help me to make friends, friends for life, and...

	Well, no, not really.

	Being honest about it all, going to school hadn’t taught me how to write. It hadn’t taught me much about making friends or contacts.

	It hadn’t taught me much, except how to memorize and regurgitate facts on paper, which would then be graded and filed away and used when it came time for me to go to university, assuming I had the grades to begin with.

	I didn’t.

	My homeroom teacher, Ms. Harrison, a hard-bitten, cynical type who could have been forty or sixty, with a weathered face that had been beaten down by life and poor students, had informed me of that fact after my mid-term tests last November.

	“Jake, this is your junior year. You need to get things in gear, not only for this year but also for your senior year. You’re doing well in English and not much else.”

	She spoke slowly, framing each word carefully. Thanks. It made me feel wanted—not. I wasn’t deaf. I had a form of dysphasia, which meant I couldn’t speak well.

	Credit a tumor for said impediment. Up until the age of sixteen, I’d been a fairly normal kid who liked watching movies, hung out with other kids from time to time—in short, normal.

	Except for the headaches. They’d started coming a year earlier, when I’d turned fifteen. At first, they’d popped in for a visit once in a while, and then more frequently.

	I chalked them up to school stress, tests, no girlfriend—that sort of thing. In hindsight, I should have seen a doctor, but all kids had a certain notion of being invincible.

	That notion of invincibility got tested when my right arm went numb one day. No feeling, no movement, and only after massaging it repeatedly for an hour did the feeling return.

	Did I tell my mother? No. I’d been overdoing things. Some kids were simply tougher. They had stronger immune systems. But I’d get past this. I would.

	Wrong. One day during gym class, everyone gathered at the pool. As I waited for my turn on the blocks, a massive pain slammed me between the eyes. I felt my body go into the water, couldn’t breathe, and the next thing I knew, I woke up in the hospital.

	“Brain tumor,” the doctor said to my mother once I’d focused in on everything. “Initially, we thought it might be a stroke.”

	Strokes usually involved the left side of the body. Not in my case. Then the doctor showed us a brain scan—mine. A massive black spot sat smack dab in the middle of my brain, and the doctor indicated it with a slender finger.

	“Apparently, it’s been growing for quite some time, but only now did it manifest itself.”

	If only I’d sought help earlier. Too late now. There I lay, and my mother was nothing if not concerned. She’d asked, “What can you do?”

	A sigh came from the doctor. “We can operate, but the tumor is situated in such a spot that he might lose his ability to speak normally. Even with the lasers we employ, there’s a risk involved. If we don’t operate, he won’t see adulthood.”

	Some choice I had. So, we went ahead with the operation.

	It worked, but it left me unable to speak for the longest time. My motor skills also got messed up, courtesy of the residual damage from the tumor.

	Oh joy, oh bliss, I got to relive my toddler years again, relying on nurses to change me and get me moving.

	Movement was key, and only through intensive therapy, practice, and hours spent forcing my voice and body to work, did I manage to get things going again.

	All that had happened roughly a year ago. At my current age of seventeen going on eighteen, my speech still came out garbled at times, even though my thinking processes were unimpaired.

	Eventually, I got back to school. I had to repeat my junior year, as I’d missed too many classes to make up. There was no sympathy for those people with my condition.

	Back to normal, only the new normal for me involved non-interaction with the added bonus of not being able to speak properly.

	In order to avoid repeating myself—and some punks always took delight in asking me, “What’d you say? Sorry, didn’t hear you”—I took to carrying a pad and pen around with me and wrote down my answers.

	It was easier that way. On tests, no one was going to ask for a recitation about the causes of the Civil War. They didn’t want it to be sung with all the gravity of an actor on Broadway. They wanted ink.

	This time, though, I made my mouth work and came out with, “I’ll try harder, ma’am.”

	I gave her my most winning smile. It didn’t work. She scowled. “See that you do.”

	So, low grades and probably no university. That was why I’d gotten into writing. Me, Jake Cullen, teen writer. Move along, folks, nothing to see here. Lots of teen writers existed and were posting up, if the social sites were half right.

	I’d never thought about it, to be honest. While I’d always loved reading all kinds of books since childhood, and while I possessed a pretty decent vocabulary, there was a huge difference between reading what someone else had written and writing it oneself.

	Initially, what I knew about writing was next to nothing. All I knew was the time when Karen Meadows, one of the girls in my class and the only person who’d shown at the hospital after my operation, lent me a book.

	“I know you’re having trouble speaking,” she’d said. A sunny blonde, with a pretty face full of freckles and a perpetually positive attitude, she always wore a smile.

	“But you can still read, right? This is the coolest thing. It’s in the Top-Ten on Me-Reads. Here. You’ll love it.”

	Outside of my therapy sessions, I had nothing better to do, so I read the book, and it was crap. Adverbs—overused. Poor grammar. Punctuation mistakes. The list went on, and I remembered thinking to myself that I could do better.

	“Well?” she’d asked when I got back to school and returned the novel. “What did you think? The writer’s a teen, she’s indie, and I like indie novels.”

	Tell the truth or lie. Ah, what the hell, be honest. “I’ve read better.”

	A scornful look greeted my statement. “If you can do better, then why don’t you do it?”

	Challenge accepted. The Moons of Randor was my first attempt at a sci-fi novel. Almost seventy thousand words in length, I’d written every single day for three months, hunting and pecking on my computer until I went half-blind.

	Finally, I’d gotten things where I wanted them, printed it out, and showed Karen. She flipped when she read it. “You were right, Jake. This is better!”

	That was all I needed to hear. I submitted the manuscript to one publisher—got turned down. Undaunted, I went to another publisher and then another, until I’d run through ten of them.

	Number eleven turned out to be the lucky one. A small but well-established e-book publisher contacted me. They’d accepted my manuscript!

	First, I checked them out to see if they were legit. They were. “You’re sure?” my mother had asked after she’d read over the contract.

	I really wanted this. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

	Due to my being underage, my mother signed the contract on my behalf, and she couldn’t have been more thrilled if she’d done it herself. “Jake, if your father were here, he’d be proud of you.”

	“Yeah.”

	It was a simple one-word answer, but what else could I say? My father had passed away from cancer when I was ten. Other kids who’d had parents pass away had good memories of their father or mother to sustain them. Not me. My father had been cold and uncaring. I’d always wondered what my mother had seen in him.

	Fathers and sons were supposed to be buddies, or so the line of thinking went. Play catch, or talk about life.

	In my case, no. My father had one nickname for me—Useless, with a capital U. He said it at home, said it in public, and people thought he had his demons. No, he didn’t. He neither smoked nor drank. He was simply mean.

	Before my operation, I had to deal with a bad left leg. It was an inch-plus shorter than my right one and withered. Some kids got lucky. They’d been born with all their limbs working. Not me.

	Therapy helped, but never to the point where my bad leg equaled my good limb. It hurt when the weather was cold, or I got tired, and it forced me to use a crutch. No sports, save swimming, something I was good at.

	My father had died on a Saturday. At the cemetery, my mother shed tears. I didn’t. While I felt sad, I also felt a sense of relief, of freedom, although I didn’t say anything about it at that time. She wouldn’t have understood.

	Since then, I’d never said a word about it to her or to anyone else. I had my life to think of, and dredging up bad memories wouldn’t help.

	As for the other students getting what I was into, they hadn’t been what a person would call supportive. “You think you’re some kind of rock star, do ya, Jake?”

	That was the general line of thinking amongst the student body. Jealousy was a human emotion, and in those kids, it came out big-time. Was it my fault they didn’t think of something decent? Was it my fault they couldn’t excel?

	No, but try telling them that. They could run, jump, and they could talk. I’d been denied those simple actions. My response—when it didn’t emerge in some alien language form—always went along the lines of, “Hey, it’s not like I’m making lots of coin.”

	Truth, although they weren’t aware and never would be. People thought authors got rich overnight. Sure, some did, the lucky few. Most didn’t. “Don’t give up your day job,” someone said to someone else long ago. It made sense.

	In my case, I did the writing for fun as well as for my future. School remained a priority, and the cash I got, I saved.

	In our household, money had always been in short supply. After my father died, things got worse. My mother worked for an insurance company as a claims clerk. What with my school, taxes, and the rent she paid on our house, her take-home pay didn’t quite cover it.

	The company I worked for gave me forty percent of the take, and it all depended on volume. More books sold, more money for me, but it took time.

	Fortunately, my novel had gotten fine reviews and sales were good. Call it earning decent pocket money to help out my mother. My publisher asked me for a sequel, so I’d obliged them. That one came out only a month ago.

	Right, the experts said. As one person on a social site said, “You’ve written a book, so what do you do now? You write another. And then another. That’s how you make a name for yourself.”

	The experts also counseled newbie writers to advertise. How? Asking people to buy my book seemed sort of pushy. Readings in public libraries or fairs were out. That involved speaking for extended periods of time, something I couldn’t do. Advertising on the social sites was my personal limit.

	“Jake!”

	Yell number three, and it alerted me to the possibility of being late. Did it matter? Summer vacation was coming up. In fact, school would let out two weeks from now. Once it did, I had things to do, mainly write.

	Okay, form the words, get them out clearly. “Coming, Mom!”

	“Fine!”

	Wonderful, she’d understood, although to me, my voice sounded like it had come out of the bottom of a trash can, hollow and nasal at the same time.

	I finished hosing myself down, tossed on fresh duds, and then took the stairs slowly and carefully to the kitchen where I sat at the rickety old table. No breakfast—no time.

	My mother asked me, “Got any plans for vacation?”

	She’d been asking me the same question every single day for the past week, and I was getting tired of it. No speaking this time. We kept a pad and pen on the table so I could write out my responses when need be. You already know, Mom. Why ask?

	A tired smile greeted me. “Jake, I know it’s been hard since your father died. I know you’d rather do what the other kids do. And I know you love your writing. But think about your future. Is writing going to cut it for you?”

	I want to try. I have to.

	Yes, I did. It wasn’t like I could do a lot of other things. CEO’s of the Fortune 500 companies weren’t beating down the doors of our place and begging me to work for them.

	My mother handed me a small brown paper bag. I smelled tuna. “Have a good day.”

	At the door, I grabbed my crutch, and then, after thinking things over, put it back. My leg hurt, but using support all the time wouldn’t help. Besides, it would just give the haters something else to use as ammunition. Screw ‘em. Then I headed out.

	Glorious weather greeted me, the sun shining brightly above. It promised to be a beautiful day.

	Sunny days didn’t do it for me. Or any other days when the weather was fine, for nice weather meant going outside. Nice weather meant people looking at me—staring at me.

	The staring I hated most of all. Some of the looks were of contempt. While I hated it, the looks of pity bothered me even more.

	I wasn’t a veggie, but if the expressions on their faces could speak, they would have said, too bad. Young guy, disabled. Thank God I don’t have to worry about being that way.

	Yeah, count your blessings. I didn’t want anyone’s pity. I only wanted people to understand me.

	At any rate, antipathy toward the public in general aside, for me, the sun was in my head, along with the rain and all the other elements.

	In fact, so were the planets, the entire solar system, and also the universe. In my mind, I could go anywhere and be anyone and do anything. I only had to write about it.

	Karen had once told me that living in my head wasn’t the smartest thing to do. “There is such a thing as reality.”

	“Got it.”

	A frown made the corners of her mouth curl downward. Disapproval wasn’t nice to see, but no one, not even her, understood that certain things had always been kept out of reach, at least in my case.

	Some of those things were due to my being born somewhat disabled. The rest, I had my brain tumor to thank. I never used either point as an excuse. Sadly, though, my two disabilities were always used as strikes against me.

	Sports—out. Higher education—probably out. Even simply speaking one on one, going out on dates, making friends—yeah, that had gone out the window as well.

	The only true freedom I’d ever felt was in my words. They held power. Who cared if the situations were unreal? They were real to me, and they spelled freedom.

	My hallowed hall of learning lay ten minutes away. I could have taken the bus, but I was determined to walk it. Limp and lack of speaking skills notwithstanding, I wanted to show others I wasn’t some kind of nobody.

	Determination—it was another key to success. Show them your good side. Show no fear.

	As it turned out, I had nothing to fear because no one paid me any attention. At my locker, all I heard was lots of false talk about having great vacations, bragging about summer jobs, money to be made, dates to be had, all of which had nothing to do with me.

	“Hey!”

	I turned around, and, aw, crap, Paul Morris would have to make my morning rotten. A hulking quarterback on our football team, he was the star player, knew it, and he sauntered over with an IPad in a meaty hand, followed by five teammates who also held IPads. They loved playing fantasy football online, hence the devices.

	Paul nodded at me, as if he was doing me a favor by acknowledging my existence. “Hey, Limpy, how’s it going?”

	Limpy. Some nickname he had for me. While he hated most people, for some unknown reason, he seemed to hate me the most. “What?”

	A smirk formed on his pockmarked moon face. “Just asking what you’re going to do this summer.”

	“Write.” I formed the word carefully, got it out just fine.

	“Write—you mean, write those crappy novels of yours?”

	Screw you, Paul. His grades mirrored his IQ—double digits in the fifty range. “Get lost.”

	He understood that, and his eyes narrowed. “Listen, crip, just because you can’t walk right doesn’t mean I can’t smack you around a little. Think about it.”

	Add bully to his list of character defects. He’d done it before, simply because he could. Paul stood around six-one and weighed around two hundred pounds of solid muscle.

	On the other hand, I gave up six inches in height and weighed maybe a hundred-fifty with clothes on and change in my pocket.

	Looks-wise, we were about dead even, which wasn’t saying much. The mirror told me that every morning—a narrow face, green eyes, a tiny nose and a slightly twisted mouth, the aftereffects of the surgery. Thanks, brain tumor.

	For some reason, my ballpower kicked in. “Try it.”

	He blinked. I was asking for a hammering, and he raised his hand as if to swat me aside, but then his IPad buzzed, and he looked at it. “What the hell?”

	It seemed his friends had the same problem. Their devices had gone haywire, with lightning bolts raining down upon their screen images. Cellphones and smartphones buzzed, and everyone started freaking out at once.

	Good for them. I didn’t even have a cellphone or a smartphone. I couldn’t afford either of them.

	“What the hell did you do?” Paul asked me with a mixture of anger and surprise.

	Like I was responsible? “Take it to a repair shop.”

	He simply shook his head and moved out, his friends trailing behind.

	Weird, that was weird.

	 

	Six hours later, on my way home, a few kids passed me by on bikes, chattering about the craziness they’d witnessed only a few minutes ago.

	Yeah, weird was the only word to describe it. I got home, locked up, and found a note from my mother in the kitchen.

	I have to work late. Dinner’s in the fridge.

	Dinner consisted of a hamburger and fries, and while waiting for the microwave to nuke everything, I wondered again what had happened. Computer virus, maybe.

	Whatever, at least it had saved me from getting smacked around. Coming home with no bruises was always a good thing.

	 


Chapter Two: Happenings

	 

	 

	Varksor was ready to slay his opponent. He had his sword drawn overhead, tip pointed down at the center of his opponent’s chest, and was poised to plunge the blade in. “You have insulted my family, my wife, and my pet lizard,” I wrote. “For that, you shall, indeed, pay.”

	I’d been at it for over three hours, hunting and pecking away, racking my brain to come up with the perfect sentence.

	Perfection was what I wanted—the perfect metaphor, the pithiest saying, the utter brilliance, something so good people would swoon and say upon finishing said passage, “That—was—great!”

	This wasn’t great. I read it over, said it aloud, a technique I’d learned, and it still sounded like crap.

	No, not crap. It was utter drek.

	Erase it. After doing so, I leaned back in my chair and attempted to think of something more interesting, less trite, and less clichéd.

	Nothing came to mind, unfortunately, and then nature called. After doing what had to be done, I came back and found some additional writing on my computer.

	 

	Varksor raised his sword on high, ready to impale the semi-conscious form of Shardoor, his mortal enemy. The blade gleamed, thirsty for blood. It demanded retribution. It demanded justice!

	“Please, please do not kill me,” Shardoor begged, heavy droplets of sweat cascading from every pore. “I will... I will give you anything you want.”

	His visage twisted by thoughts of revenge against the man who’d killed his family, Varksor’s blade never wavered. Hate and reason battled inside him, but in the end, reason won out, if only by a fraction.

	“What I want... what I want... is to see you boiled in a sea of extremely hot eel-and-cucumber broth with a side serving of overcooked smelly cabbage rolls, eaten while sitting in front of the television and watching a baseball game. Beer is optional. Pizza is essential.”

	 

	What. In. The. Hell.

	I looked around the room, just in case someone had snuck in and decided to have a little fun with me. No one was there.

	“Mom!”

	My shout echoed throughout the house and went unanswered. Then I realized my mother hadn’t come back yet, so who had done this?

	A quick search in every room netted me nothing. As I stumped along, I took note of the only home I’d ever known—the worn carpet, the squeaky floorboards, and the faded wallpaper with the vertical lines of black and red. I’d always liked that pattern, although I never knew why.

	Decrepit or not, I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. But thoughts of my sweet home got displaced by thoughts of who’d typed that passage into my novel.

	Actually, it had been pretty good, that is, up until the cucumber broth and the baseball game. Beer, no, but the pizza was a nice touch.

	Search over, I got back on the computer, erased the last few sentences, saved the rest, and then got back to writing. Actually, I ended up finishing the novel and then sent it to my editor. Her reply came back thirty minutes later while I was in the middle of playing an online game.

	Way to go, Jake! I’ll look this over and get back to you in a couple of weeks. Glad to see your books are doing well, and I am very proud to be working with you.—Laura

	What to do now? Nothing much, and I doodled around on the computer, checking out other book rankings and then had dinner alone. Another weird day had come to an end.

	 

	Nine AM, the following day.

	 

	Geography class sucked. I wasn’t particularly good at it, and it also bored the living daylights out of me. Still, I had to attend and get a passing grade.

	Before class started, I took my seat, pulled out my scratch pad and pen just in case someone asked me a question, and waited.

	We were supposed to get the results of a test back today. I’d studied my brains out for that test, one that would determine if I’d have to take the final exam. Failure meant summer school.

	Taking a final exam was so not on my program. All I wanted to do was to spend the time writing, not attend summer school, but I had to get the grade first, and the passing mark for the year was eighty-five percent.

	Our teacher, Mr. Jones, wasn’t the forgiving type, and he demanded maximum effort from everyone. Failure to do so meant loss of marks, something no one wanted.

	While waiting, I glanced around the room and saw nothing but happy faces. Everyone’s mug radiated contentment with all the great expectations of another fun-filled summer.

	In a moment of anger, I hated them all. I’d once been part of their crowd—sort of. I’d once been normal—sort of. The leg was something I couldn’t do much about, and as for the tumor, well, that hadn’t been my fault, either.

	Memory recall time. At first, after waking up and not being able to speak, rage had ruled my every waking moment. My own body had rebelled against me. Learning to walk again, learning how not to piss my pants while in public, and learning how to speak.

	It had totally sucked, but who was there to blame? The water? The weather? The neighbors down the block?

	Hospital life had bitten the big one, and the mystery meals at the hospital made me long for oblivion. Only the visits from my mother made it bearable, but then the nights alone came, along with the pain and the loneliness and the realization that I’d never be normal again.

	Rage filled me, but then a measure of reason crept in. In the end, there was no one to blame, no one to dump my problems on. My tumor had happened for reasons unknown, and I was the only one who could deal with it. That was how it stood. Everyone knew about my problem. No one cared.

	My anger then faded, replaced by sorrow. Those days of being like everyone else were gone forever...

	“Hey.”

	A voice to my left startled me. It belonged to Carl Walters, a fat kid with a pizza-like complexion. “You have any computer trouble yesterday?”

	I grabbed my pen and scratched out the question. Computer trouble? What about it? I’d witnessed the happenings at school, and there was no sense in telling him about the mysterious writer.

	“I was surfing the ‘net, and suddenly, my computer started going haywire, man! Shifting from site to site, messages appearing that didn’t make sense... that was one cup of strange, y’know?”

	Another student chimed in. “Yeah, my smartphone got messed up, too. I started getting messages from Russian sites and other foreign sites, too. My parents freaked out, big time.”

	Soon, everyone was talking about the happening, while I listened. We all knew about it, so what else could I say? In the end, saying nothing seemed to be the best course of action.

	Finally, Mr. Jones, our teacher, walked in. Short and portly with a round face and a doughy complexion, he carried a laptop under his arm, set it up on his desk, and announced, after calling for quiet, “I’ll call you up one at a time so you can see your test scores.”

	Carl wished me luck. “Man, I hope I passed.”

	“Yeah, me, too,” I whispered.

	The call to judgment began. Mr. Jones summoned everyone up to his desk one at a time. He took his time with each student, pointing at the computer screen and turning it to show them their results.

	“Jake Cullen,” he then intoned.

	Gut check time. Suck it up, show no fear—radiate confidence! Then my courage faded and prayer time ensued. Eighty-five percent. Just give me eighty-five percent. I can’t hack summer school.

	I got up and limped over to his desk, trying to walk as normally as possible. Even so, what with all the therapy I’d done, I still had a jerky, twisting gait.

	However, I also had no intention of giving anyone else the satisfaction of seeing me rely on metal for support. That was why I’d left the crutch at home that morning. “Mr. Cullen,” Jones murmured as I reached his desk. “You never cease to disappoint me.”

	My heart sank. Study time or not, I’d sucked at this course all year long. Mr. Jones had come down on me as hard as on everyone else, and he didn’t care if I had a disability or not. He treated everyone the same—like trash.

	The moment of truth came as he swiveled the computer around to show me the cold, hard math. My heart skipped a beat. This is it.

	Scant seconds later, my heart took flight. Eighty-eight percent—eighty-eight percent! There was a God, after all!

	“Thank you, sir,” I mumbled.

	His expression was nothing if not puzzled. “Thank me for what?”

	I pointed at the screen. “For teaching me so well, sir.”

	His jaw hit the floor when he looked at the result. “I... I must have read that wrong. My apologies, Mr. Cullen. Nicely done. Take your seat.”

	Relief flowed through me as I practically skipped my way back to my desk. “You do okay?” Carl whispered.

	“Yeah.”

	“All right!”

	Even better than my mark was hearing Paul erupt in rage when he saw his score. “Thirty-six percent? That’s bogus!”

	“It is what it is,” Mr. Jones replied in a tone that brooked no dissent. “Take your seat, Mr. Morris.”

	Paul stalked back to his desk, but not before nailing me with a glare that promised retribution, even though I’d done nothing wrong.

	Forty-five minutes later, class ended with all the students moaning about their scores. Apparently, I was the only one who didn’t have to take the final test.

	As I limped outside, a rough hand fell on my shoulder and spun me around. I came face to face with Paul, and he did not look happy—at all. “You think you’re some kind of genius, don’t you?”

	“What?”

	“Yeah, I heard about your test score.” He snorted, and a bit of junk popped from his left nostril. Without bothering to wipe it away, he continued to rant.

	“Seems like you’re the resident suck-up here. You get out of summer school. Man, I had football practice scheduled, and a loser like you gets off free-bird time. Wanna explain why?”

	“You already said it. I’m a genius.”

	A few students who’d gathered around laughed. One of them, a big guy named Mike who played football with Paul, said, “Let it go. He got a good mark. We didn’t. It happens.”

	Paul was not in a let-it-go mood, and he shoved me up against the lockers. “I don’t feel like it,” he grated.

	Uh-oh, shit just got real. Bodily damage seemed to be a very real possibility at that moment. Paul’s hand clamped around my throat. “Try acting like a smartass now, punk.”

	The breath rushed from me, and black spots appeared in front of my eyes. Doing the only thing possible, I thumbed him in both his eyes. He howled and let go, clawing at his injured orbs. “You little bastard!”

	He charged me, but this time Mike held him back as he struggled to get free. “Lemme go,” Paul yelled. “He’s mine!”

	More students joined in, and surprise, surprise, even a few of them got in front of me. “Leave him alone,” one girl said. “He can’t walk or speak right, and you’re the big jock taking him on. Tough, real tough.”

	“Screw you, Linda,” Paul said, still blinking and attempting to break free. “He tried to blind me, and... hey, my pocket’s hot.”

	It wasn’t just hot—it was on fire. Paul let out a yell. “Lemme go!”

	In a frantic motion, he wrenched his arms away from his buddy and pulled out his smartphone.

	Fire erupted from it, and he screamed in pain as it burned his skin. With another howl, he tore off down the hallway, dropping the smartphone along the way while slapping at the flames on his pants and running into the Men’s Room.

	Everyone stared at him and then at me. What, like I’d had something to do with it? Slowly, they backed away, and then the sound of ringing devices began.

	Ring... ring... buzz... buzz...

	Freak. Me. Out.

	Everyone—and I mean everyone—pulled out their cellphones or smartphones and tried to shut them down. It didn’t work. As for me, calculus was next.

	 

	The hours came and went, and at the end of the day, after I’d collected my books, Mike came over to me as I was about to step outside. “Jake, sorry about what happened this morning. Paul’s a hothead, you know?”

	“He’s a jerk.”

	A tiny smile on the other guy’s face emerged. “Yeah, that, too. Anyway, he got his hand burned, and his leg looked pretty bad. But if he tries any crap with you, he won’t get far. I’ve got your back.”

	With a friendly nod, he turned and walked off.

	 

	Me, I floated home. My mother was in the kitchen, cooking. “Have a good day, Jake?” she asked.

	“It was okay. What’s for dinner?”

	For the next few days, the countdown to summer vacation continued. So did the mysterious calls, but then just as suddenly as they’d come, they stopped.

	The authorities hadn’t ruled out cyber-hacking by a hostile power, although every single country in the world had been affected. Still, the disruptions had stopped, and since the airplanes and trains went out as scheduled, all was well.

	Additionally, all the other essential city and emergency services continued on as usual, so what had really happened?

	Disruptions or no, outside of the mysterious messages, my computer remained immune to it all. However, for some unknown reason, the cellphone-smartphone rings at my school continued at various times during the day for everyone else, and the registrar’s office mentioned in a PA announcement that our final grades would be delayed.

	The reason? Computer virus. “Nothing they can’t fix,” a student said. “We’ll get everything, eventually.”

	Whatever, I had my book to write, and Laura got back to me earlier than usual.

	Jake, I know I said it would take two weeks or so, but I put your novel first on my list. You did a great job. I don’t have to do any corrections. I’ll send this off to the proofer, and then the cover artist will contact you. Have a great one!

	Good news, although it made me wonder. My grammar was good, but not perfect, and I always had at least thirty or so punctuation or grammatical mistakes to fix.

	Not this time, though, and when I asked Laura about it, she wrote out a simple message. You really went to town on this. Improved beyond measure!

	As proof, she sent me back the manuscript. After I’d checked it over, I couldn’t find any mistakes at all. Call this weird and then some.

	At school, while it would have been great to have some students talk to me about their summer plans, no one bothered. At least Paul didn’t mess with me. Whenever he saw me in the hallway, he made a U-turn and found someone else to hassle.

	Still, the lack of social engagement hurt. Screw it. Our last day of school fell on Friday, so after all was said and done, I dropped off my books, limped home alone, and then decided to start a new novel I’d been thinking about since the first bell had rung. This was going to be good!

	At home, though, a rude surprise greeted me. Instead of a screensaver shot of a Japanese castle, the screen was filled with fireworks. They were beautiful, yes, but that wasn’t what I’d saved. Words above the castle cinched the deal. Aren’t they pretty?

	Aw, hell, it had finally happened. I’d been hacked.

	It couldn’t have been my mother. She never touched
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