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Chapter 1: It’s a Game to Them!
The alien appeared out of nowhere, pointing a plasma handgun at Grand-Doctor Paragon. The grand-doctor froze behind his desk, dumbfounded that any person, projection, android or any known reconnaissance technology could penetrate his office defenses.
“Don’t move!” the armed biped shouted. “And don’t call security mentally either. Just listen.”
The creature paused. Its species seemed vaguely familiar, though the grand-doctor couldn’t remember where he’d seen one before. Then the intruder lowered its gun.
“Oh, sorry, doctor,” the alien said. “I probably don’t sound very polite. Here.” The creature held out the weapon to Paragon. “I don’t need this any more. Take it. Besides, I’m not here to hurt anyone. I came to ... deliver a message.”
Fifteen Earth years after Paragon’s brief, mysterious visitation, two of the three people he’d trusted to tell of the encounter still didn’t believe him. Odd, the grand-doctor thought, how centuries of honesty count for nothing when it comes to perhaps the pivotal instant in eternity.
“This youth,” Paragon told his three colleagues, “will survive any test that we – or others – impose on him. I’m certain of it.”
“And I am certain of the opposite,” growled Dr. Theradox, a psychologist. “The boy is emotionally damaged, from the deaths of his parents, the dysfunctional relationships with his current caregivers, his siblings and his peers. This is precisely the sort of individual most easily tempted away from us.”
“But he has not fallen into bitterness, despair, anger,” insisted Dr. Hoil, an expert in primitive telecommunications.
“Nonetheless,” historian Dr. Heralimbus said, “the Institute has never begun the contact program so early in a world’s development. These barbarians have barely begun shooting rockets off their planet. Mostly, they use that technology to blow each other up.”
“We can’t delay the vote any longer,” Paragon said. “I agree, Earth is not as advanced as we’d like. But this is the only way he can end up in the right place at the right time in the future.”
“Bah!” Theradox barked. “A message from the future? Director Paragon, my old friend, desperate hope has blinded you to a clever deception. We shouldn’t be considering this planet, let alone this boy. Even if all you say is correct, how do we know whether his future actions will save us – or destroy us?”
“I vote yes,” Hoil said. “Many great minds have emerged from troubled beginnings.”
“So have the worst criminals,” Theradox grumbled. “I’ve observed this boy since infancy. He can’t handle his own pathetic life on his own primitive world. What chance has he against the most powerful, evil entity in the universe? I vote no.”
Everyone looked to Heralimbus.
“This is a gamble,” the historian said. “I have no evidence to consider, no clues about the paradox before us. Perhaps our decision here is irrelevant. I don’t know. I’m simply an observer. Therefore, I abstain from this vote.”
“Abstain?” Theradox choked, wheeling toward Heralimbus. “Do you know what that means?”
“Yes, doctor,” Heralimbus replied. “It places this gamble entirely in Grand-Doctor Paragon’s hands.”
“It’s not a gamble,” Paragon declared. “This boy’s destiny is to be in the right place at the right time, and to make the right choice, whatever that choice may be. I vote yes. With Dr. Heralimbus abstaining, we have the required majority in favor. Jess Worthy of Earth will be contacted.”
“Cheer up, doctor,” Hoil told Theradox. “If you’re right, Jess will fail at some point, and we’ll expel him from the program. Then our questions will be answered.”
“Or,” Theradox countered, “we could try a simple experiment now: Aim a gun at the boy and fire. Surely, the weapon must be destined to malfunction, if Mr. Worthy is destined to...”
“No,” Paragon interrupted. “Jess is to be treated no differently than anyone else in the program. His tasks shall be no more, and no less, difficult than anyone else’s. Is that understood, Dr. Theradox?”
“Of course. No more difficult. As you wish, director.”
Running in darkness, Jess Worthy crashed through a thicket as quickly as he could pry his gangly, 14-year-old body between thorny, scratchy branches.
Faster! Put more distance between me and ... them!
Jess thrust his scraped and bruised hands and arms into the black night and felt nothing. He squeezed between the alien brambles and lunged forward to run again, only to step into empty space where he’d expected ground. His delirious tumble down a marshy embankment ended with a bone-jolting smack against large, rounded river stones, which bonked together and echoed the trickling water of a creek.
Wrong way! Must go uphill!
Crumpled atop cold, dark rocks and gasping hoarsely in the thin, oxygen-starved atmosphere, Jess chomped into his left sleeve to muzzle a dry cough. He heaved deep breaths and listened to the darkness. Beyond his breathing, he heard the trickle of the creek and the buzzes, croaks and chirps of little creatures. Jess imagined crickets, frogs and owls but knew that this wildlife was something alien. He couldn’t hear his pursuers. He looked left and right, and saw blackness. He looked upward. Two tiny moons and a few stars lit the wispy clouds above the forest canopy. Every other direction where Jess strained his eyes yielded nothing but abysmal black.
Get off these cold rocks! One of them can see body heat.
Jess felt the river stones roll and clunk as he hobbled onto one foot. He froze.
Quiet! Mustn’t make vibrations on hard ground! They’ll hear.
Jess steadied himself and stood. He pulled a direction finder from the left side of his belt and draped his jacket over his face and the device to shield its light from prowling eyes. Somewhere on one of these hills in this thickly forested valley, a one-person spaceship waited – Jess’s only chance for escape and survival.
Still no signal. Must get higher uphill.
The device, also a flashlight and a sort of key to the starship, was set to indicate the distance to the craft, but only when he was within 100 “kortons” – about 120 meters.
Please, be on this hill. I don’t know how many more hills I can search before ... He halted his vision of becoming another hunting trophy. Get moving, Jess!
Feeling the creek bed sloping upward to his left, he reached into the darkness and took a careful, gentle step. Then another. When his feet touched softer ground, he leaned toward it and felt for vegetation to haul himself up the embankment. He pulled on thick, grass-like plants up a steep slope and crawled onto a level spot, springy with layers of damp, musty leaves. On his hands and knees, Jess groped the ground to feel which direction led uphill. He felt a gradual slope and trudged higher.
I shouldn’t be here. I should be back on Earth, riding my bike, going to school, all the normal things. But no, I’m kidnapped by aliens and trained to be hunted!
And I haven’t got a chance! The Barberian can see infrared, the Carnesaurian can hear footsteps a mile away, and the Sandleroid can rip a tree out of the ground and throw it a hundred feet. And they’re all five or ten times bigger than me!
“Our young must learn to hunt,” the alien gamekeeper told Jess and other captives on their way to this planet. “Wild animals are not a sufficient challenge. Nor are intelligent beings such as yourselves – without training. We will train you and arm you, to make you challenging prey.
“When your hunt comes, you will be given a single sidearm that can fire one lethal shot and two stun bursts. You will be pursued by three hunters. Your survival and freedom will depend upon your cunning and endurance.
“Be the best prey that you can be, and live.”
Not even one in ten gets out of here alive!
The creek’s trickle sounded farther away now. Jess paused to listen again for pursuit. All he could hear was the faint creek water, and nothing else.
Nothing else?!
The warbles and screeches of the nocturnal creatures had quieted, sensing a predator. Terror zapped through Jess’s body. He felt for his sidearm.
Not yet! Don’t make me use the gun now!
Jess crouched in the darkness, awaiting any sound of the hunter’s next move – if it was indeed nearby. The hunter or hunters might be doing the same thing – holding still, waiting for Jess’s footsteps to squish across the mushy forest floor.
It can’t be the Barberian. It would have seen my body heat.
Minute by minute, Jess strained to breathe silently. The trickling water sounded louder now, because it was the only sound he could hear, besides his breathing and his pulse throbbing in his head.
I can’t wait any longer. It’ll be sunrise soon. I’ve got to keep searching, but quietly.
Jess bent forward, reached down and felt the damp, leafy ground with his left hand while holding his right hand beyond his face to feel for trees, brush and other obstacles. He took a slow, gentle step, raising his foot slowly off the mushy leaves and laying it down gingerly. Gradually, he made his way uphill.
Creeping over soggy leaves and pungent grasses, Jess slowly groped his way around wide scaly trunks of towering trees. The two moons illuminated small gaps on the forest floor. Jess crept along the shadowy edges of those spaces. He paused beside one of the massive tree trunks to listen again.
The creek’s whisper was too far behind him now to hear. All he could hear was his terrified heartbeat and the flutter of a gentle breeze in the treetops.
I can hear the wind. I must be near the top of this hill.
Jess drew his direction finder again and hunched over it to conceal its light.
A reading! Eighty-three kortons!
Jess was about 100 meters away from life and freedom to go home, to Earth, to Oregon.
I don’t care if I crash in the middle of a forest a hundred miles from Salem. I’d even be glad to see my school again!
In his delight, Jess stood and held the direction finder at arm’s length, first to the left and then to the right.
Only 82 kortons to the right. The ship is that way.
Jess stepped gently in that direction, still trying to muffle his footsteps but fighting the urge to walk faster, or even run. Maybe he should dash for the ship. Perhaps he should risk making too much noise rather than risk taking too much time.
As he debated in his mind, a warmer, wetter air enveloped him. Then he smelled it, a familiar stench, the putrid odor of sweaty fur and steamy garbage breath. A dim red light flashed above him, briefly illuminating two eyes atop a mass of muscle and fur. The Carnesaurian had allowed Jess to crawl right to it. The hunter inhaled a deep growl and raised its spear. Jess dived into darkness as the shovel-sized spear point thudded into the leafy ground. The hunter roared as it yanked its spear from the ground, shook the rotting leaves from it and raised it for another jab. Two other roars echoed from a distance.
Jess scrambled blindly again, crashing through thorny brambles that slashed his arms and face. He ran toward where he believed the ship awaited. The Carnesaurian thundered and crashed through the trees behind Jess.
I should have signed up for track at school!
As Jess plowed through the brush, he glanced at the direction finder in his left hand.
Fifty-one kortons! I’m getting closer.
He drew the sidearm with his right hand and squeezed the grip until it clicked into the lethal setting.
I hope I’m not running right into the path of another hunter!
Then Jess realized the thudding strides and crushing of brush beneath his pursuer’s feet had ceased. Why? Jess stopped, gasping for air and wiping the blood and sweat from this face, listening. Was the Carnesaurian waiting for the Sandleroid and Barberian to catch up? Or chasing Jess into their club and ax?
Jess glanced at the direction finder.
Fourteen kortons! I’m so close!
Whack! Crash! The treetops snapped and cracked as a boulder pounded into the brushy ground with a bone-shaking thud only a few feet from Jess. Splintered tree limbs rained down on the boy, knocking him to the ground – and the pistol and direction finder from his hands. Gasping in pain from his bruised ribs and aching back, he swept the dark ground with his hands, shuffling through bits of fallen tree limb, dewy grasses and rotting leaves, until he found the pistol. Whoosh! Bam! Crack! Another boulder hurtled in Jess’s direction, but this one smacked off a tree trunk and away from Jess like a giant baseball off a massive bat. Jess kept waving his hands across the ground.
Without that direction finder, the ship is useless!
The Barberian must be using its infrared vision to direct the bombardment by the mountainous Sandleroid, Jess figured.
Then what’s the Carnesaurian doing?
Jess swiped the ground on his hands and knees in an ever-widening circle.
I’ve got to find it. Now!
At last Jess felt metal and picked it up. It still indicated 14 as the distance. He stood and swung it around. Thirteen kortons to his left. He bolted that way. The trees and brush thinned. He saw a clearing, lit faintly by the moons, and something gleaming in the middle.
The ship! I made it!
Whish! Ka-thud! A boulder plowed into the clearing.
Jess ran to the tiny starship, which was smaller than a compact car and held a single seat enclosed in a jet-fighter-like canopy. He thrust the direction finder’s key into the hatch lock, and the canopy swung open. The engine began to whir.
Too much noise! Got to take off fast!
Three roars echoed from beyond the trees. The hunters knew that Jess had found the ship. They would stampede straight to its engine’s hum. Jess jumped in and closed the canopy.
Come on! Warm up! I’ve got to take off now!
Jess grabbed the control stick. The engine light turned green, and he pulled back. The dark outline of the forest began to fall around Jess as the craft rose toward the moons and tiny stars.
Thump! The ship jerked to a halt and wobbled from side to side. Then it began to descend, even with the engines screaming at full power.
No! What’s happening?
Jess looked at the instruments. He was at full thrust but going down. Was the ship damaged? Was it sabotaged? Jess looked out the canopy. Two snarling faces appeared. The Barberian held the little spaceship from the right side, and the Carnesaurian held it from the left, pulling it toward the ground. Then, ahead of Jess, the Sandleroid lumbered toward him while lofting a boulder above its head. This rock was many times larger than the ones the Sandleroid had thrown from a distance. Jess was seconds away from being squashed.
It’s not fair! I reached the ship! And they’re going to kill me anyway? Well, not without a fight!
Jess drew the sidearm and opened the canopy. With one hand, he held the ship’s control stick back to maintain upward thrust. He aimed the weapon, set to kill, at the imposing Sandleroid’s chest. It snarled at the gun and raised the boulder higher. It was nearly above Jess.
Wait!
If he injured or killed the Sandleroid then surely the huge rock would fall on Jess anyway. He aimed higher and fired at the boulder. Bits of smoking hot rock exploded from the blast point, showering all four of them with shards of smoldering stone. The Sandleroid dropped the rest of the rock to its side and staggered backward, dazed but not seriously wounded. Jess reset the gun to stun, aimed it at the fingers of the surprised Carnesaurian and fired once at each hand. The brute let go, freeing the left side of the little starship, which immediately began to roll out of the Barberian’s fingers on the right.
The ship’s sudden roll nearly tossed Jess out. He hung for his life by the insides of his knees. The ship bobbled left and right as the two standing beasts made frantic grabs for it, bouncing it back and forth between them. Jess struggled back into the cockpit and pulled hard on the control stick. The little craft wiggled upward and out of the hunters’ reach. The ship steadily rose to the level of the treetops, and the howling, infuriated hulks below threw fragments of the blasted boulder at him. Clunk! Clang! As Jess closed the canopy, the Carnesaurian’s spear whizzed past it so close that Jess felt its wind. But they couldn’t stop Jess now. He steered the ship toward the stars and accelerated. Jess had escaped this evil planet.
Now the hard part: finding Earth.
“Well, was that believable enough?” Jess Worthy asked his two best friends, Kyle Hart and Brandon Reese.
“Why would highly advanced aliens let a kid escape and warn everyone on Earth?” Kyle asked. “And give him a starship for our scientists to take apart and learn from?”
“Oh, man!” Brandon groaned as he flopped back on the corner of the bed in Jess’s room. “It’s just a game. It doesn’t have to be perfectly realistic in every way.”
“Hey, I’m just asking the questions that anyone who plays it would ask,” Kyle said, waving his arms.
“How about this?” Jess said as the three 14-year-olds huddled around his computer and clicked around the game he’d built on his personal Web site. “After you get away, you have to fight through space battles while trying to find Earth. Then if you survive that, as soon as you land on Earth, the ship automatically disintegrates without a trace.”
“Yeah, that’d work,” Brandon said. “Jess, how do you come up with all these cool ideas anyway?”
“I don’t know. I just picture them in my head, like dreams or memories playing like a movie. My imagination, I guess.”
“Cool ideas,” Kyle said. “But I don’t think the high school newspaper will publish a full-page comic story based on your game. Schools won’t touch anything that shows violence.”
“I spent all summer on this, so I’m going to try,” Jess said. “When I print a presentation for the newspaper staff, I’ll focus on the escape aspects, not the fighting. Plus, I have backup ideas for other comic strips. The paper only needs to like one of my ideas for me to get something published.”
“You’ll need to change the names of the hunter-monsters,” Brandon said. “Even Carnes, Sandler and Barber are smart enough to recognize themselves.”
Jess chuckled and nodded as Kyle interrupted, laughing, “The way you drew the Sandleroid is great! Even looks like Sandler, with his knuckles dragging on the ground!”
“I just used those names for my beta version,” Jess said. “I’ll change their names and redraw them by Tuesday, so that – how does it go? – any resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.”
“Too bad,” Kyle said. “Those three deserve to be drawn as monsters. They are monsters, just not fully grown. How about if you change the names but keep a little resemblance in there?”
“No, way,” Brandon argued. “They’d kick his butt. And their parents would probably sue him or something.”
“Not if Jess changes the names,” Kyle said.
“No, no, no,” Jess said, shaking his head. “I’ve got to change the monsters. Sure, those three deserve much worse for everything they’ve done, but ...”
“But what? Teach them a lesson,” Kyle insisted. “Draw them like the thug-heads they are.”
“That would be fun,” Jess admitted. “But unfair.”
Jess’s friends looked at each other, eyes bulging, then at Jess.
“What I mean is,” Jess continued, “those jerks use their size, strength, popularity, whatever, to beat us and other kids down. That’s wrong. Isn’t it just as wrong for me to use my strengths to do the same to them? I don’t want to be like them.”
“But maybe if you fought back once or twice, they’d quit hassling you,” Kyle protested, but Jess shook his head.
“It doesn’t work with people like that,” Brandon said. “If you hit them back, they’ll just hit you harder. Harder and harder. Until you’re in the hospital or dead. That’s what they do.”
“Whatever,” Kyle said, rolling his eyes. “Anyway, it’s a cool game, but you won’t get a comic strip based on it published in the high school paper, even if you take out the fighting.
“First of all, I’m sure that popular kids run the newspaper, just like in middle school. And popular kids don’t like science-fiction – most of it anyway. And second, the newspaper’s never going to give you a whole page or even half a page. What are they going to cut to make room? Sports? Not a chance. The features page, where they interview their popular friends? No way. They’d only go for a small comic strip. And not sci-fi.”
“So what’s your backup idea?” Brandon asked.
“Two backups,” Jess said as he pulled out sketches. “These ought to take care of the problems Kyle just mentioned. One is a small, comic strip-sized version of my game story, but I need to work on it some more to squeeze it into this tiny space. The other is just about kids going to school. Kind of stupid. But I’d like to get a comic strip in the paper, even if it’s this brainless.”
A boy and a girl on a school bus:
Sally: “Hey, Joey, what are you doin’?”
Joey: “My homework.”
Sally: “Do you always do your homework on the bus?”
Joey: “Yeah. That way I don’t have to do it at home.”
Sally: “So if you do it on the bus, is it still called homework? Or is it called buswork?”
Kyle groaned and fanned his head with his “No Intelligent Life Here” cap.
“Well,” Brandon said, “maybe the newspaper will like it.”
“I tested it on Mom and even my sister,” Jess said. “They thought it was funny. Of course, when Jessica found out that I drew it, then she told me it was stupid. Anyway, I figure if Jessica liked it, then popular kids might like it too.”
“Maybe,” Kyle said.
“But then you’d be stuck drawing that kind of stuff for the paper,” Brandon pointed out.
“Yeah, but if I get anything, even this, into the paper, maybe then I’ll get a little respect at school. Maybe other kids won’t harass me any more.” Jess looked at Kyle. “And this might work better for me than trying to fight back. Then, after awhile, I can start sneaking in some more interesting stuff, like making fun of shallow attitudes – without using names. There will be plenty of time to work fun stuff into any comic strip I draw. After all, high school is four years, twice as long as middle school.”
“Which means it’ll seem like a forty-year sentence instead of a twenty-year sentence,” Brandon added.
Jess and Kyle nodded.
“Oh,” Brandon moaned. “Let’s get those school supplies now, get that over with, then not talk about school any more. We still have two days of freedom. Let’s enjoy it.”
“A day and a half,” Kyle corrected Brandon, who rolled his eyes and groaned.
The three boys retrieved their bikes from the garage at Jess’s home, a small, three-bedroom, single-floor brown house. The home hid in southeast Salem behind a stand of fir trees on a street barely wide enough for two cars and bordered by short sections of cracked sidewalks or gravel and out-of-control lawns and weeds. Every sort of grass, clover, wildflower and weed in the Willamette Valley invaded even the roadside gravel, where the boys steered their bikes whenever a car passed.
Avoiding busy streets, the trio meandered through lazy neighborhoods in hot, late-summer sunshine. About halfway to the store, a steep hill forced the boys to stand and pedal hard, weaving uphill. At the crest of the hill, they stopped to catch their breaths and shake off some sweat.
“At least,” Jess said between gasps, “it’ll be downhill when we go home.”
“So,” Kyle said, “what is it you guys need for school?”
“Pretty much everything for classes,” Jess said. “Notebook, pens, pencils, paper. I told my mom I’d get it myself weeks ago, but I kept putting it off.”
“What do you need?” Kyle asked Brandon.
“Look,” Brandon said as he leaned forward on his bicycle handlebars and buried his face inside his left arm, panting from the uphill bike ride. “Don’t say a word while we’re at the store. Don’t say a word after we’re at the store either. Or even before we’re at the store. OK?”
“What are you talking about?” Kyle demanded.
“I told my mom I’d buy it myself, without her or anyone else around, except you guys, maybe, if you can shut up about it,” Brandon said. “I can’t believe she read it from the back-to-school list like it was a pen or pencil.”
“What?” Kyle insisted.
Brandon mumbled something.
“What?” Jess and Kyle said together.
“Jock straps,” Brandon mumbled a little louder. “You know, we’ve got to get a couple for P.E.”
Jess and Kyle grinned.
“All right, let’s go jock-strap shopping!” Kyle yelled as he resumed pedaling his bike toward the store. “Excuse me, Miss, but where are the jock straps? Do you have my size?”
“Shut up!” Brandon shouted and pedaled after him. “You guys, promise you’ll shut up at the store. Promise!”
As they reached the store and locked their bikes to the bike rack, Kyle whispered: “Is white my color? Christmas is only three months away – do jocks come in red or green ..?”
“Shut up!” Brandon snarled through clenched teeth. “I’m getting them alone. You guys go get Jess’s stuff. I’ll find you in a few minutes.”
When Jess and Kyle reached the school-supply aisle, Jess dug into the picked-over piles of pens, pencils, notebooks, notebook dividers, pencil pouches, paper and dozens of other items. Several other parents and kids scavenged the aisle with armfuls of supplies. Kyle watched Jess and the other shoppers swimming through the store’s sea of “Back to school sale” signs.
“Why is it back-to-school this and back-to-school that everywhere, even for stuff that has nothing to do with school?” Kyle pondered. “They treat it like a holiday, smeared all over every ad in the newspaper and commercial on TV. And ‘back to school’ sounds like we came from school, that we were born and raised there, that we belong there.”
Brandon, pale and out of breath, strutted into the aisle and speed-walked to Jess and Kyle.
“Wow, that was quick,” Kyle said. “Hey, what’s that you’re hiding under your arm?”
“Shhh!” Brandon huffed with a glare at Kyle.
“Careful, or the store will think you’re taking a five-fingered discount,” Kyle joked. Then he shifted into a radio-news voice: “A 14-year-old boy was arrested Monday for shoplifting a ...”
“Shut up!” Brandon growled, waving his hands from side to side with the three-pack of jock straps in his right hand – and nearly slapping three girls who rounded the corner of the aisle into the school-supply section.
The boys froze at the sight of the popular girls from their former middle school – Britney Fox, Courtney Cruise and Crystal Stewart, whose popular older brother, Ashton, was heading into his senior year as East Salem High’s incoming student body president. The girls skidded to a halt – mouths gaping and eyes bulging and darting between the package, the three speechless boys and each other. After the longest two seconds in Brandon’s life, Courtney, who was between the other two girls, grabbed her friends’ arms and pulled them out of the aisle. They hustled away, gasping sharp whispers to each other.
Brandon, red-faced and sweating, whipped the package back under his arm and gazed at the floor.
“I wish we could go to school online,” he said. “Then we could avoid all the social crap and maybe graduate faster, too. Hey, Jess, do you have everything you need? You’re just standing there. If you’re done, let’s go.”
Jess put a bag of pens in his mouth to take inventory of his armful of supplies. He nodded.
“You go ahead of me, Jess,” Brandon said as they approached a line to a cash register. “And you get behind me, Kyle. That way there’s less chance of other people seeing what I’m buying.”
“Sure,” Kyle said. “As long as you quit waving them like a cheerleader. Gimme a J! Gimme an O! ...”
“Shut up!”
The boys survived the checkout without further jock-waving incidents. Bags in hand, they walked out the door and to the bike rack, now so crowded with bicycles that Jess and Kyle had to lift their bikes over others. After Jess and Brandon tied their shopping bags to their handlebars, the three friends pedaled toward their neighborhood. Coming out of the air-conditioned store into the late-afternoon heat made the 90-degree weather feel even hotter, so they pedaled slowly across the parking lot.
“It’s them!” Brandon huffed after glancing over his shoulder to the bike rack, where four other boys were unlocking bicycles.
While Brandon started pedaling faster, Jess and Kyle looked over their shoulders. It was Lance Carnes, Dustin Sandler and Shane Barber, and a fourth boy they didn’t recognize.
“Don’t look!” Brandon said without turning his head. “Just keep going.”
“What’s your hurry?” Kyle asked in a normal voice. “We have as much right to be here as anyone else.”
“Oh, yeah?” Brandon replied. “Those guys might have a different opinion. No reason to wait and find out.”
“Hey!” a booming voice echoed across the parking lot. All three boys recognized that it was Shane’s. “Hey, jock boy!”
“You mean jock wannabe!” Dustin shouted, prompting barks of laughter from his cohorts.
“Why’d you mutants wave jocks in Courtney, Crystal and Britney’s faces?” Lance shouted.
Jess and Brandon kept pedaling with their backs to the hot sun and to the scorching accusation. Kyle turned and made one of his less intellectual gestures in sign language.
“Let’s get ’em!” the fourth boy yelled, and all four of them jumped into furious pedaling.
“Oh, good job, Kyle,” Brandon grunted as he stood to pedal as hard as he could out of the parking lot and down the street.
“Come on, Kyle!” Jess shouted.
“We have just as much right ...” Kyle insisted “... to be in a public parking lot ... as they do.”
As Jess and his friends approached the long, steep hill they had climbed to the store, the pursuers started catching up.
“... Probably harassment or some law they’re breaking ...” Jess heard Kyle grumble as the boys dived into a long, fast flight down the hill. The rushing air fluttered Jess’s brown hair and drowned out Kyle’s rant. Jess held onto his glasses with his left hand to keep them from blowing off his face, now slippery with sweat. The free-fall increased their lead momentarily. Once they’d reached the level street again, their pursuers were flying down the hill and cutting that lead to half a block.
“... And they think they own the schools, the parks, the streets, the world, pretty much the whole universe ...” Kyle ranted as he trailed Brandon and Jess by several bicycle lengths.
“Where are we going?” Jess panted to Brandon. “My house?”
“Yeah. It’s the closest. And they wouldn’t dare break in.”
“I sure hope not!”
As Jess and his friends rounded a corner onto Jess’s street and aimed for his driveway, the fourth boy caught up with Kyle.
Who is that kid? Jess wondered.
The new boy raced alongside Kyle. With a swipe of his left hand, he nearly whipped Kyle’s hat off. Kyle caught it and shouted at the new boy. Jess and Brandon reached the driveway at Jess’s house and skidded to the garage door. Kyle rolled in seconds later, while the strange boy skidded in the street in front of the driveway and waited for his companions.
“Hiding in the house won’t save you!” Dustin shouted as he, Shane and Lance slid to a stop next to the strange boy. “See, Randy, what I mean about the freaks from our middle school? Now we have to put up with them in high school, too.”
“Hey,” Shane said. “Let’s ring the doorbell and see if Mommy’s home to protect them.”
“And if she’s not?” Randy said as he grinned and punched his left hand with his right fist. The others nodded and started to pedal into the driveway. The garage door hummed and creaked open, and all the boys paused to look at it. A small older car – at least as old as Jess – with chalky red paint rolled into the driveway. Jess’s adoptive mother, Sarah Anderson, poked her head out the window.
“Are you friends of Jess’s?” Sarah asked.
The four boys glanced at each, and Lance said, “We just came to see if they wanted to ride bikes, but they’re too tired.”
“Yeah,” Shane added. “We need to find boys who aren’t so tired.”
They chuckled as they leisurely pedaled away and made loud suggestions to each other about how there would be plenty of opportunities to “play” later with Jess and his friends.
“Those boys look familiar,” Mom said as she climbed out of the car with a grocery bag and her laptop briefcase, bulging with papers. “Are they friends of yours from middle school?”
“Those are some of the jerks I’ve been telling you about for years,” Jess said. “They chased us all the way here from the store. ‘Play later’ means they’re going to pound on us later.”
“Oh, Jess, nobody’s going to pound on you,” Sarah said as she kicked the car door shut and opened the door from the garage into the kitchen. “The schools would never let that happen.”
“Of course,” Jess said, “they’re smart enough not to do anything when there are grownups watching.”
Mom shut the door behind her.
“See,” Jess said. “She just doesn’t get it.”
“And who was that other kid, that Randy?” Brandon asked, shaking his head. “He doesn’t even know us, but those three have already trained him to terrorize us?”
“Well,” Kyle said, “the other three model citizens probably filled his ears with a long list of our crimes, like getting good grades, not being rich, not participating in sports, not being good singers, not being good looking ...”
“Yeah, but some popular kids aren’t into sports,” Jess argued. “Some aren’t rich. Some get good grades. Are we just too many of those things?”
“Maybe,” Brandon said. “It’s like, three strikes and you’re out. And then everyone uses you as a punching bag.”
“On good days,” Jess added, “they pretend you don’t exist.”
“But lots of other kids have two or three strikes against them,” Brandon said. “So why do kids terrorize us so much?”
“’Cuz you don’t fight back,” Kyle said.
“No,” Brandon said. “I mean, why did they choose us over other unpopular kids? Why us in the first place?”
“I think we got labeled early, like in the first grade,” Jess suggested. “And once you’re labeled, it sticks forever.”
“I know, but what got us labeled?” Brandon persisted. “Something we did? Or said? Or didn’t do? Or didn’t say?”
Brandon looked at Jess and Kyle, who both shrugged.
“Jess,” Brandon continued. “Your older brother and sister ...”
“Adoptive brother and sister,” Jess corrected Brandon. “I’m not related to those two.”
“Right, sorry,” Brandon said. “Those two told stories about you before you even started the first grade. What did they say about you? And why?”
“They just told weird stories about me,” Jess said, gazing down at the cracked and oily garage pavement. “And why? Probably because they didn’t want me and Jessica adopted into their family. As if it was our choice.”
“But what did they say about you?” Brandon asked. “You’ve never told us exactly what they were saying, what rumors or gossip that was believable enough to stick to you, label you.”
“Well, crap doesn’t need to be believable to stick,” Jess grumbled. “Anyway, I don’t like talking about all that.”
“I really want to know,” Brandon said. “I already know Kyle’s deal – his nasty mouth and spring-loaded middle finger got him where he is today.”
Kyle smirked, and Jess chuckled.
“In my case, it started day one of first grade,” Brandon began, though he’d told his friends the story a few times already. “My clothes weren’t cool. My mom wouldn’t let me cut off my fuzzy red hair (she still won’t!). I wasn’t into sports, let alone good at them. I was all the wrong things.
“Other kids never missed a chance to remind me about it, like at Valentine’s Day when they wrote some really un-Valentine cards. Even though the teacher figured out which kids gave me the bad cards, and those kids got in trouble, that didn’t change anything. In fact, it made things worse. They also labeled me a tattle-tale even though I didn’t tell on them; the teacher figured it out. Then in the second grade, it was clear that I was the go-to boy to dump on – not the only one, just the favorite.”
“That’s the year of that election, huh?” Jess asked.
“Yup, the class ganged up on me and Elena Nelson – who they called the ugliest girl in the second grade even though she wasn’t ugly – voted us president and vice president of the room for the week. I told the teacher what was going on, and she didn’t believe me. Neither did my mom and dad. At least Elena’s parents finally figured out what was going on and moved her to a different school. But for me, every day is un-Valentine’s Day.”
Jess and Kyle said nothing.
“So I wonder,” Brandon pondered, “was it something I could have fixed? Or is there something about me that doomed me? That’s why I want to know how it started with you, Jess.”
Brandon and Kyle looked to Jess.
“All right,” Jess said. “But you both must promise never to tell anyone anything about this or even talk about it again as long as we live. And we need to go to my bedroom to make sure Jessica doesn’t listen.”
Kyle and Brandon nodded, followed Jess into his bedroom and shut the door. Neither said a word, awaiting Jess’s secret.
“OK, I need to talk fast before Jessica notices the door is shut and tries to spy,” Jess whispered. “When I was about four, and my real parents were still alive, I had this really intense dream. I dreamed that a tiny spaceship flew in my bedroom window. Out popped this little alien that looked like a teddy bear. He said he just wanted to play some games with me, ask some questions. I can’t remember the games or questions, but I do remember that I asked if I could have a spaceship like his, and he said that anything was possible, if I worked hard, or something like that.
“It was just a dream, but it seemed so real at the time. I believed it was real and told my parents about it. That’s when I started saying I wanted a spaceship, and I started drawing spaceships, but I never could remember just what that little ship or the alien looked like. But my interest in science-fiction stuck.
“Then, soon after my parents died in that car crash – but long before my adoptive parents got divorced – I had another dream just as intense and with the same tiny spaceship and teddy-bear alien. It seemed as if he was checking up on me because my parents had died. Er, well, that’s what I thought at the time.”
Jess’s bedroom door flew open, and Jessica craned her neck inside. She stood with her toes at the border of the hallway carpet and the bedroom carpet – because of Mom’s rule against setting foot in the each other’s bedroom without permission.
“What are you guys up to?” Jessica demanded.
“If you open my door again I’ll tell Mom,” Jess growled as he slammed the door. He pointed at the corner farthest from the door and beckoned Kyle and Brandon to huddle there. That way, Jessica could not hear, even with the old stethoscope she’d bought on eBay to eavesdrop through the walls.
“Well,” Jess continued in a rapid-fire whisper, “then I made the mistake of telling my adoptive parents – and their rotten kids, Steve and Mia – about both dreams. I never heard the end of it from Steve and Mia. They told everyone at school for years that I was captured and brainwashed by aliens, or that I am an alien. Anyway, they spread it through the entire elementary school. By the time I started first grade, the stories were even more twisted.
“Now that Steve and Mia are in college, Jessica has been spreading stories about me. She doesn’t remember what the ‘alien’ stuff was about because she was so young. So she makes up new stuff. Sometimes I think she has a better imagination than I do.”
Jess looked at Brandon.
“That’s it, Brandon,” Jess said. “I can’t tell you if I was doomed to this or if I could have done something to prevent it. All I know is that it’s wrong for kids to make up and spread stuff about other kids and to pick on them – especially for stuff you can’t change, like how you look or how much money your parents have. And it’s wrong that schools and parents let kids get away with it, and even encourage it with popularity contests and pep assemblies to worship the popular kids.
“Sometimes I wish those dreams were real, that aliens would come back and take me away from all this crap.”
Brandon looked as if he’d been whacked by a dodgeball to the forehead. Kyle just shook his head.
“You’re right,” Brandon said. “I still don’t have an answer. Maybe there isn’t one.”
“Maybe life’s like Jess’s game,” Kyle said. “Like someone’s playing a game with our lives. School’s not real life. It’s a setup. It puts hundreds of kids together and lets the law of the jungle take over. Of course, the biggest, meanest pack of predators always ends up on top of the food chain.”
The boys pondered silently for a moment.
“On the other hand,” Kyle continued, “if it’s natural that most kids are a pack of wolves, then you two need to fight back, stand up for yourselves.”
“Easy for you to say,” Brandon retorted. “We’re not as big as you. And anyway, that hasn’t stopped anyone from hassling you, has it?” Brandon looked at his watch. “Well, it’s getting close to dinner time. I need to get home.”
“Yeah, I’d better get going too,” Kyle said.
Jess walked his friends to their bikes in front of the house.
“One last day of freedom,” Brandon groaned about the Labor Day Monday before the first day of school. “Better enjoy it.”
“Hey, Mom,” Jessica said as she sat at the dinner table and Jess walked into the dining-kitchen room. “Why don’t you ask Jess what he and those guys were talking about in secret? Whatever it was, it was so secret that Jess slammed his door in my face, and they whispered together for a long time.”
“You opened my door without knocking,” Jess said.
“But that’s only because ...” Jessica began, but Mom shushed her.
“Jessica,” Sarah said, “it’s nobody else’s business what your brother and his friends were talking about in private. And it’s not acceptable to open someone’s bedroom door without knocking.”
Jessica frowned and chomped into her chicken, rice and peas.
“Jess, did you get what you need for school?” Mom asked.
“Yup. Well, I suppose one of my classes might need something else, but I’ll find that out later. I’m going to put my notebook together right after dinner.”
“How much money’s left?” Sarah asked as she rifled through her bulging briefcase and pulled several papers from one of the many pockets.
“Um, a little under eight bucks.”
“Eight? You only bought what was on the list, right?”
“Yeah. I’ll show you the receipt.”
“Oh, never mind,” Mom said, closing her eyes. “Hang onto the rest for now, in case you need anything else for school.”
As they ate, Sarah read over the papers from her office, occasionally making notes in the margins. Within minutes, Jess wolfed down what was on his plate and helped himself to seconds, while Jessica took her emptied dish to the sink.
“Wow, Jessica,” Sarah said without taking her eyes off her paper. “You ate almost as fast as Jess does. What’s the hurry?”
“Oh, I just need to call Andrea about a couple things, that’s all, before it gets too late to talk, you know,” Jessica said as she grabbed the cordless phone and trotted toward her bedroom.
“Don’t stay on the phone too long, dear. You know it needs to stay on the charger longer, or the battery will die again.”
“I know, I know, I know, I know,” Jessica started chanting before Sarah had finished her sentence.
After dinner, Jess checked e-mail, expecting a message from his adoptive dad, Ray Anderson. Ray, who had taken a job in Portland after his and Sarah’s divorce a couple years ago, hadn’t written Jess in several days. Yet Jess’s inbox held nothing but a couple spam messages that had sneaked past his filter. Jess deleted those, then dumped his school supplies on his bed and assembled his notebook.
I hope I don’t have P.E. with Carnes, Barber or Sandler, Jess thought. Or that Randy, whoever he is.
Kyle, Brandon or both of them were in all but two of Jess’s classes:
1. English (Kyle)
2. Introduction to Physics
3. Geometry (both Kyle and Brandon)
4 Social studies (Brandon)
Lunch
5. Physical education
6. Introduction to journalism (both Kyle and Brandon)
Finished building his notebook, Jess checked e-mail again. At last, a message from Dad appeared:
Hi, Jess,
Sorry it took so long to reply, but it’s been a busy week here. I’ve put in a lot of hours at work. Love your game idea about being kidnapped and hunted by aliens. The mock-up version on your Web site looks great. And good luck with the comic strip ideas at high school.
Try to be more optimistic about high school. If you go in with a negative attitude, other kids will see that, and you’ll have a hard time making new friends, like in middle school. But high school should be better. There will be more mature kids and a much wider variety of classes. You can start thinking about what you want to study in college. But no rush. You’re such a good student that you can pretty much take any career path you want.
In the meantime, don’t go into the first day of school expecting the worst. That won’t help. Sure, there will be both bad and good days. That’s life.
Well, let me know how your first day of high school goes. Gotta run.
Love, Dad
Jess replied:
Hi,
I hope you’re right. Today, Kyle, Brandon and I were chased from the store all the way home on our bikes by three of the jerks from my old school, plus some other bully. I think he’s from another middle school and is going to go to our high school. We didn’t do anything. We were just leaving the store.
You know, it’s not that I want to make a bunch of new friends or be popular or get everyone to like me. I don’t care about all that. Just being left alone would be a good first day of school. I know you’ll say I’m being pessimistic. But I’m being realistic.
Still, I am optimistic about my computer game and comic strip ideas for the high school newspaper.
So if the popular kids and the bullies leave me alone, and I get a comic strip accepted by the school paper, then that’s the best start I can imagine for me in high school.
- J
Jess turned to his backup comic strip samples. After an hour or so of mind-numbing detail work in his image-editing software, Jess checked e-mail again. One message appeared. At first, Jess thought it was spam because he didn’t recognize the sender: recruiter@space-worthy.com. He was about to delete it, but the subject line made his eyes pop out: “We like your game concept.” Jess opened the message:
Hello,
We really like the computer game idea on your Web site. We are a new company developing next-generation space-fantasy computer games, and we need a teenage game tester willing to work from home. We’d only ask for a tiny bit of your time, and we can provide you with the software and hardware you need to telecommute.
Don’t worry. We’re not trying to sell you anything. And even if you try working with us and then change your mind, you can quit any time.
The most important job requirement is total secrecy. Don’t tell anyone about this – not even your family. Competitors are always trying to find out about new games and new game companies like ours.
So we need a game tester we can trust, someone interested in all sorts of adventure games, not just shoot-em-ups. For example, one of our role-playing games requires the player to successfully travel to different worlds and interact with strange, new species with diverse cultures.
If you’re interested in becoming a tester, visit www.space-worthy.com and click the “game tester” link. Enter “recruit963” as the user ID and “fast4ward” as the password. That will take you to an online test to see if you are a good fit for our company and our games. Please take the test tonight, as we need to choose a tester in the next day or so. Sorry about the last-minute invitation, but we just agreed today to invite you to apply.
And please delete this message after you’ve taken the test.
Sincerely,
K. Hoil
Space-Worthy.com
Jess read the message twice.
It’s too good to be true. They’re probably spammers collecting e-mail addresses. But what if it’s real? Well, I can visit their site, and the instant they ask for money, I’m gone.
Jess clicked the link to Space-Worthy.com and followed the instructions to reach the online test. Instead of asking for name, age or other information useful to spammers and scammers, the test asked questions like this:
If you are on a planet where the custom is to try a new food and always say it is delicious – a food that you know will taste terrible to you but do you no harm – what would you do?
A. Try the food, say it’s delicious, eat the entire serving and ask for the recipe.
B. Try the food, say it’s delicious and decline to eat the entire serving by making up an excuse, such as you’re not very hungry.
C. Decline to try the food immediately because you’re not sure if it’s edible for your species, and instead ask to take some with you for later testing and potential consumption.
D. Decline to try the food with an excuse, such as saying that you’ve just eaten or that it is poisonous to your species.
The exam consisted mainly of space-travel what-if scenarios. A few questions required Jess to write a sentence or two. Once he had completed the exam and clicked “submit,” a message stated that he would be contacted within the next 12 hours, after an evaluation of his responses. It also reminded him to tell no one and to delete all e-mail to and from Space-Worthy.com.
While taking the test, Jess received two more e-mail messages, one each from Kyle and Brandon. Kyle’s brief note – brief if Jess skipped all the four-letter words – was as a reply to Brandon’s much longer missive, which read:
Hey, guys, guess what? By the time school starts in 36 hours, everyone at East High will know me as the “Jockstrap Terrorist.” The girls at the store and the jerks who chased us today told all their friends and family that I CHASED the girls through the store waving my jock in their faces.
How do I know this? Well, I just spent half an hour talking to the POLICE! Yes, the story got so over-blown that when it got to Mark Craig, he told his police sergeant dad, who felt he ought to look into it!
CAN YOU BELIEVE THAT!?
Well, I told the cops what really happened. And when they finally talked to the girls, those three admitted that they didn’t know if I’d waved a jock in their faces on purpose but that I certainly didn’t chase anyone in the store.
But NONE OF THEM are in trouble because no one actually called the police to make a false report.
I asked the cops why they took this seriously, and they told me that they need to check out stuff like this. They said it was believable because the quiet, shy, unpopular kids like me score high on their “risk assessment” scale or something like that.
In other words, if a mob of kids picks on us, WE’RE the problem?
Oh, here’s the best part: I told the cops how we got chased all the way to Jess’s house, but they WON’T DO ANYTHING about it because no one actually threatened us, hurt us or broke into Jess’s house. And the police asked me what WE DID TO PROVOKE THEM!
Once again, a bunch of bullies and liars gangs up on us, and the adults decide it must be OUR fault. I don’t get it. WE’RE the bad guys?
This is our life: You’re not good enough for the popular kids? Well, then you don’t qualify to be treated like a human being. But school still has uses for you. The popular kids’ egos need all the worship they can get. Refuse to do that? That’s OK. It’s handy to have kids like you to look down on. You make good punching bags too. Don’t like your choices? Well, you should have thought of that before you decided to have no athletic talent, to get good grades or to have poor parents, or to choose such an ugly face.
Well, I guess our REALITY is even worse and weirder than Jess’s GAME.
So welcome to high school, here’s your “kick me” sign.
Jess’s face turned redder with each sentence, and he sweated and shook with so much fury that he couldn’t type a response at first. He couldn’t even think. After pacing around his room for a few minutes, he replied to both Brandon and Kyle:
I said I don’t want to use my comic strip against them, but now I don’t know. I’m open to ANYTHING that would make them sample our lives for just one day - maybe even in my comics. Think hard.
Jess poured himself a glass of ice water to cool down enough to work on comics again. Although he wished more than ever to keep the recognizable caricatures of the school bullies in his game and comic strip, Jess changed the names and descriptions. He didn’t want to hurt his chances of getting published.
“Jess, it’s almost ten o’clock,” Mom said after she tapped on his door. “I know you don’t have to get up early tomorrow, but you need to start getting used to waking up much earlier.”
“Yeah, I’m just going to check e-mail, then go to bed.”
The single message in his inbox looked like spam because of the subject line: “A better future awaits you.” And the “from” line was blank. Jess reflexively clicked to delete the message. It reappeared. He clicked “delete” again, and it again reappeared.
“Oh, man, not another virus!” Jess groaned.
He disconnected from the Internet and tried to quit his e-mail program. Instead of quitting, the message opened by itself. Jess was about to reboot the PC but froze when he started to read:
Hello, Jess,
You don’t know me, but I know a little about you. I can help you stop everyone at your school, and anyone else, from ever bothering you again. You can make them respect you at last. All you need to do is to take advantage of some opportunities that will present themselves soon.
Those opportunities will seem incredible, but then I can show you how to turn them into something better than you ever dreamed.
Soon you will understand what I’m talking about. I’ll contact you again sometime in the future, when you begin to imagine how much better your opportunities could be, if you just bend a few rules. Tell no one about this message. Just be patient. I’ll contact you when the time is right.
– An important new friend
The message disappeared by itself, and Jess couldn’t find it in his inbox or among his deleted files. He rebooted his computer and ran his antivirus software, but it found no suspicious files.
How did they get my name? Is it someone from school? But who’s smart enough to send a message that opens and closes and disappears all by itself? Maybe it’s from Space-Worthy.com. No, they didn’t ask for my name. Or maybe it’s another game company spying for Space-Worthy.com’s secrets! That would mean the game-testing deal is for real. Cool!
Jess got online again and sent a test message to himself. Everything behaved normally. So he wrote to Kyle and Brandon that he had received a spam message that kept reappearing when he tried to delete it and then opened by itself. He didn’t tell them what was in the message.
Maybe Kyle or Brandon has heard of this virus or worm or spyware or whatever it is.
Jess turned off his PC, brushed his teeth and went to bed.
Jess checked his e-mail as soon as he rolled out of bed Monday morning – the Labor Day holiday and last day of summer vacation. He wanted to see only replies from Kyle and Brandon. No weird spam, please. Five new messages appeared in his inbox, including two that obviously were spam, as well as one each from Kyle and Brandon. And one from Space-Worthy.com. Dreading a repeat of last night’s phantom message, Jess first deleted the two spam items and closed his eyes.
Be gone when I open my eyes!
This time the spam obediently disappeared. So Jess moved on to the messages from his friends. Kyle had sent the first one late last night, at 12:15 a.m.:
Hey,
An e-mail that won’t delete and opens by itself sounds like it’s designed to get your attention, not hurt your computer. If they’re trying to sell you something, they wouldn’t mess with your system, would they? And if your virus scan didn’t find anything, I wouldn’t worry about it. If it happens again, let me know and I’ll take a look. By the way, what were they trying to sell you?
– K
A message from Brandon advised Jess to also scan for spyware. Jess replied to both messages, telling his friends that his PC was behaving normally again. He also told Kyle that he didn’t know what the spam was trying to sell because he didn’t bother to read it. Jess didn’t like lying to his friends, but he needed to keep the contents to himself in case it was connected to the game-testing job at Space-Worthy.com. He didn’t want to blow that secret, in case the game-testing deal was real.
At last, Jess clicked open the message from Space-Worthy.com:
Congratulations!
You are a finalist for our top-secret game-testing opportunity.
We would like to invite you to a real-time virtual interview. If you would like the interview, visit Space-Worthy.com right away and go to the membership section. Cut and paste this code – recruit59ux14j – into the code-key window and click “submit.” You then will receive the confidentiality agreement for the virtual interview – you only need to give us your first name. If you accept the terms, you will receive further instructions.
We look forward to seeing you in the virtual interview, if you choose to participate. For now, after you cut and paste your code key, please delete this message, and tell no one.
Yours sincerely,
K. Hoil
Space-Worthy.com
Cool! If they hire me, I don’t care if that “important new friend” offers me a ton of money to spy on Space-Worthy.com. I won’t do it. The game-testing deal sounds too cool to mess up. They might even help me develop my own game ideas.
Jess squirmed in his chair, wishing he could tell Mom, Dad, Kyle, Brandon. Maybe someday, when the game or games were finished, Space-Worthy.com would let him tell his friends and family that he was part of the testing team.
Jess went to Space-Worthy.com and followed the instructions with the code key. The terms for the virtual interview appeared immediately. They went into detail about the importance of maintaining total secrecy, following rules and laws, interacting with a diverse staff, and so on. He typed in his first name and clicked “I agree.” A pop-up window confirmed his acceptance:
Thank you, Jess!
In order to participate in the interview, you will receive a package containing a special computer card, headset and software. The package will state that you won the headset in an online contest, so that you can tell your family and friends that it’s just a free gadget.
As soon as you get the package, install the card and run the installation wizard. Then we’ll schedule a real-time virtual interview for a time you can expect privacy – after your family goes to sleep, for example.
Remember, you can quit any time. You can even back out before or during the interview. We look forward to meeting you!
The Team at Space-Worthy.com
Jess closed the message window. Now his head was spinning. Space-Worthy.com was sending him special hardware for free, fueling his confidence that this deal was real. He could hardly wait until the package arrived. Of course, the company probably wouldn’t send it out until Tuesday because it would cost more to ship on Labor Day than the headset was worth. Then there was no telling how long it would take the box to get to Salem because Jess didn’t know where Space-Worthy.com was physically located.
It could be on the other side of the country. It could be on the other side of the world.
After Jess showered, dressed and ate a couple bowls of cereal, he went to work to complete his game presentation. The intricacy of the artwork absorbed Jess so deeply that he didn’t hear the doorbell. Yet when Jessica shouted his name a second time from the front of the house, he growled at the interruption.
I told Kyle and Brandon I needed all day to work on my comics.
“Jess!” Jessica shouted again before realizing he’d stepped around the hall corner. “There’s some delivery guy here for you. What took you so long? I haven’t got all day. I’m on the phone with Andrea. Hey, why were you and your friends chasing her sister Britney and Britney’s friends with packages of underwear at the store yesterday? I’m telling Mom all about it.”
Jess shook his head as Jessica walked to the kitchen with the phone glued to her head. He stepped toward the door, where a man in a gray uniform extended an electronic signature pad toward Jess.
“Are you Jess?”
“Yes.”
“This is for you. Sign here.”
Jess signed the palm-sized device with its electronic pen and handed it back to the man, who then gave Jess a plain parcel about the size of a shoebox.
“Uh, thanks,” Jess said.
“You’re welcome,” the man said as he trotted back to his van and sped away. The van rounded a corner and vanished, although no one witnessed this but a tiger-striped housecat perched on a wooden fence.
“Why are you getting a package?” Jessica snapped as she emerged from the kitchen.
Jess looked at the box. His first name and full address were printed on a plain label stuck to a brown paper package with no other markings, no company name and no return address.
Wait a second. I never gave them my address. How?
“You ordered something online with Mom’s credit card, didn’t you?” Jessica spat. “I’m telling Mom. You’re in deep you-know-what now!”
Jessica trotted back to the kitchen. Jess tore off the plain brown paper wrapping only to find a plain brown box with nothing printed on it. He opened the box, revealing a single-page letter, a CD, a computer card and a headset. A simple logo for Space-Worthy.com topped the letterhead.
Jess’s jaw dropped. He had accepted the virtual interview just an hour or two before.
They must have put the package in the mail days ago. They knew I’d say yes to the virtual interview. And these delivery companies are all hooked up to wireless networks, so they could have waited until the last minute to tell them to deliver a package, or not deliver a package. That must be how they did this. But how did they get my address? Oh, my domain name registration, of course. Yeah, there’s no magic to all this.
Jess stepped out the door to see if he could glimpse the van. It was gone. He went back into the house, shut the door and read the letter. It congratulated him on winning a headset from Space-Worthy.com and assured him that no purchase was necessary.
“What do you have there, Jess?” Mom asked as she emerged from the kitchen with Jessica.
“Uh, just a free headset I won at a Web site,” the boy said as he held out the open box and handed Sarah the letter. She glanced at it and handed it back to him.
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