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Chapter
1 Cuffs

Click! The cold steel of the handcuffs
cut into Newt's skin. Slam! His face smashed into the
carpet. It felt rough against his cheek. He couldn't move.

"I'm done for," he murmured to himself. He
lay there for what seemed like an eternity, his body immobilized
from the force of the boot jammed into his back.

The static of the radio broke the silence.
"Squawk . . . I got him . . . squawk . . . the leader . . .
squawk . . . no sign of the rest of them. . . . squawk . . .Wait
there, I will bring him to you. . . . squawk . . . Couple of
minutes. . . . squawk . . . Chase—over and out. . . .
click."

Newt felt his body being lifted and dragged
by his handcuffs. Slam! Bam! Chase did not seem to care that
he was knocking Newt into every protrusion possible; in fact, Newt
thought he was doing it on purpose.

Newt thought, This guy is mean, and I mean
with a capital M.

Thump! Newt fell to the floor in a
heap.

"Thanks. I'll take it from here." A familiar
voice piqued Newt's attention. He blinked his eyes into focus.

What was this? A traitor was standing
right next to him. Newt had thought this guy was his friend, and
now he was a betrayer. How could he have deceived him and why? Newt
would have to find out. But now was not the time; he had to
concentrate if he was going to get out of this and win.

Newt closed his eyes, hoping this was just a
bad dream and that this was not happening for real. Chase kicked
him again hard.

"Ouch!" grimaced Newt, and he thought, No,
this is definitely not a dream. I'm going to have to figure this
out if I'm going to win. Because that last kick really
hurt.

Chase and Newt's former loyal friend
continued to talk. Newt strained to hear. He could hear his
friend's side of the conversation, but Chase's side of the
conversation was muffled and incoherent for some reason.

"We can hold him, his dad is rich." Oh no!
The betrayer was spilling the beans. He was telling everything.
This was horrible. How was Newt going to get out of this? Maybe
he wasn't, maybe not this time.

"This is where he lives," continued the
former friend, pointing at something on a piece of paper. "See,
there's the safe. . . . His dad is out of town. There are other
valuable things, too. I'll show you. . . . No, programs. . . . No,
not like TV programs . . . just wait. . . . You can get a lot of
money for them."

What's the plan? Newt thought. He
tried to look around to see if there was any kind of escape. He
moved his hands in the handcuffs. He knew whatever he did, he had
to get out of these handcuffs.

The two captors seemed engrossed in their
conversation and quit paying attention to Newt.

Newt decided to try to make a move. He
scooted a little bit on the floor and stopped. They hadn't seen
him. He crawled a little further and inched closer to the door.

"There he is!" Chase yelled, rushing toward
him with clenched fists. "He's getting away!"

I need help, Newt thought, as he
searched under the handcuffs. He moved the cuffs back and forth and
finally freed the wristlet of buttons. He felt for the button and
pressed what he hoped was the right one. He had never pressed the
button without actually looking at it before. He hoped his memory
was right.

The Captain CT appeared immediately, grabbed
Newt in one swift move, unlocked his handcuffs, and pulled Newt
toward the door.

"Stop!" Newt cried, as he saw his friend
Marcus.

Newt froze, not knowing what to do.

At that precise moment, the door flung open
and everything went dark.
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Chapter
2 New Beginnings

Hey, guys," a familiar voice called out in
the dark. "You in there?" Newt turned the dial of the cuff on his
arm and sat silently for a moment. The room seemed to change. The
darkness now seemed to morph into a dresser, bed, and all the rest
of the furniture and things in Newt's room. A picture of his room
could be in a catalog of what any pre-teen boy would want. All the
latest gadgets, games, electronics, and the complete gym adjacent
to his room could be captioned in a magazine, Room of the boy
who has everything, and if he doesn't, he will have it by day's
end.

The three boys sat silently as their eyes
adjusted.

"Wow," Caleb, the owner of the familiar voice
continued, "I never get tired of that."

Newt grabbed his chair, pulled himself in,
and violently wheeled over to Marcus, who was sitting very calmly
on the floor. "What was that all about, Marcus? I didn't even know
you came in, much less put yourself in the game. You just about
scared me to death!"

Marcus looked confused and pulled off his
cuff. "I know, but last time when we got together, you said . .
."

Caleb picked up the cuff. "What's this?" He
turned the cuff over, examining it.

"Oh, that was what we talked about night
before last, remember?" Marcus looked around at him.

A paused silence, then Marcus continued, "You
know, the other night we said, Wouldn't it be cool if we put the
control on us instead of having to go to the monitor every time we
wanted to do something? Don't you remember that, Caleb? You were
standing right there."

"Oooohhhh! Now I remember." Caleb studied the
cuff. "Man, we just talked about something on the way out—just
before we were going home." Caleb started to put on the green
cuff.

"No, that's not yours. I'm green." Marcus
walked over to the computer desk and retrieved a brown cuff. "Yours
is brown."

"Sorry." Caleb grabbed for the brown cuff as
Marcus tossed it toward him. Then Caleb attempted to toss Marcus
the green cuff. Caleb caught his with ease, but Marcus dropped his.
"Sorry again, thought you would catch it."

"Remember I told you about my idea from the
handcuffs and police?" Marcus spouted out quickly, picking up the
cuff.

"Oh, yeah," Caleb put on the brown cuff.
"Cool, what color's yours, Newt?"

Newt wheeled around from the computer. "Oh, I
was wondering if you had forgotten I was here." Then he smiled.
"Mine is blue," he said, as he held up a navy blue cuff.

The screen lit up.

Game Paused. You Exited with No Save.

Would You Like to Continue?

NW Will Try to Recover Your Game

Newt punched a couple of buttons, and the
screen went dark. "I don't think so. So, Marcus, what was the deal
coming in the game as a Nemesis?" Newt wheeled toward Marcus. "That
was just wrong."

Marcus shifted his weight and looked at Newt
and then to Caleb shyly. "I don't know. I was just thinking that
we're always good guys. I thought it might be fun to be one of the
bad guys, just to try it at least once."

Caleb brushed Marcus's hair playfully. "You
couldn't be bad even if you wanted to, Trivia King." Caleb called
Marcus "Trivia King" because Marcus was the kid who knew everything
about everything. He was the knower of the most non-essential
trivial information known to humankind, or so Caleb said. Newt
thought it was because he had a real love for the History Channel,
Discovery Channel, and those sorts of programs and shows.

Newt continued studying the review of the
game. "When did you put Chase in? Better yet, where did you come up
with his profile?"

Marcus began spouting off about a show he had
watched on television.

Half-listening, Newt studied the screen some
more and finally smiled. "A formidable foe. Very cool, Marcus."
Newt wheeled by Marcus and lightly socked him in the shoulder. "But
don't surprise me like that again."

"Sorry." Marcus sat on the bed. "I made him
up last night. I was bored."

"What?" Caleb winked at Newt. "No gorilla or
whale shows on last night?"

"Funny-ha-ha." Marcus shot Caleb a mean look
and squirmed on the bed.

Newt looked at the computer and clicked it
off. "We're all bored."

Caleb nodded, "Ain't it the truth?"

It had been two months since they had been
the big heroes of the City of Tallahassee. Their charter school,
housed in Newt's father's business, had been destroyed by a gang of
spies whose leader was still on the loose. It was a dim memory now.
The business, in its rebuilding stage, was partially completed on
its original site. But the school was going to be the last thing
completed. There had been an initial try at housing the school in
another location, but that had not worked out. Some sort of
red-tape problem from the Leon County School Board quashed it from
materializing. There were twelve boys at the original charter
school who were uprooted and sent back to regular public school.
All, that is, except Newt, who had been home-schooled for the last
two months. Newt had already been home-schooled for the two years
prior because of a car accident that had left him in a wheelchair.
The saddest part was that Newt had just started making friends when
all this happened.

The whole thing was just a faded memory now,
but it had changed all of their lives. Despite two of them being at
public school, the three boys— Marcus, Caleb, and Newt—had remained
close. They visited each others' houses on weekends, and even
weeknights if homework and schedules permitted. One big obstacle
that the boys had to schedule around was Newt's physical therapy.
Newt completed a strenuous hour-long physical therapy regimen
nightly; that was finally starting to pay off. He had been able to
take a couple of steps at a time. That was real progress, since the
doctors had originally thought he would never walk again.

The three boys were constantly improving a
game they called "Newt's World." It was a virtual world, a
holographic game that Newt had borrowed, adapted, and developed
into a game from his father's top-secret NASA communications
program. Although his father had not known about the original
adaptation of his program, he had given Newt permission to keep
adapting the program into his game because the original prototype
had been destroyed when a bomb blew up his father's business. His
father was rebuilding the prototype using a copy of the program
that Newt had developed, saving Newt's father months of time in
reconstruction.

Newt wheeled his chair close. "Y'all gonna
stay for supper?"

Marcus and Caleb looked at each other with
eyebrows raised. "Didn't you invite us?"

Newt heard his mom's voice over the intercom
in his room. "We're waiting. You boys coming down, or what?"

The boys shot each other puzzled looks.
"What's going on?" Newt wheeled to the elevator.

Marcus pushed the button and dove into the
elevator in front of the other two. "I really don't care, I'm
hungry. As long as we get to eat."

Caleb pushed the button inside the elevator
after saying in a very British accent, "Down, sirs." He then
continued, "Hey, Marcus, don't worry, we'll find out what's going
on soon enough. With our friend here, his dad is probably giving
him a . . . I dunno . . . maybe a flying wheelchair or
something."

The boys laughed as the elevator
descended.

When the door opened, the boys were surprised
to see Mrs. Silver, Marcus's mom and their charter schoolteacher,
along with Newt's mom and dad.

"Come on," Mrs. Silver said, "you're going to
miss it."

"Miss what?" Marcus followed her, with Caleb
walking alongside and Newt being wheeled by his dad.

"We have a surprise!" Newt's mom giggled, her
face brightened with excitement and anticipation.

"Come with me!" Newt's dad pushed Newt in
front of everyone, and when the outer doors of their house opened,
Newt was surprised to see the lawn filled with a large group of
people.

Newt recognized some of the people: the boys
from the charter school, some adults, and other kids. There were
also others that Newt did not recognize: a few TV personalities,
newspaper reporters, and a camera operator from a local television
news team.

The TV reporter started, "We are standing
here in front of Mr. Harold Willis's home, founder and owner of
Willis Communications." She continued with a short summary about
the bomb, the fire, and the boy heroes. "This press conference is
to announce the opening of the temporary site of the Willis Charter
School, since the previous facility closed down prematurely because
of the fire."

At this point, she walked toward Newt,
squatted down, and put the microphone to his mouth. "I know this is
a surprise for you and all of the boys, but your dad wanted it that
way. Viewers, this is Newt Willis, the only son of Harold and
Charlotte Willis and a student at the former Willis Charter School.
You may remember him; he was one of the heroes of our story about
the fire and explosion at Willis Communications about two months
ago." The reporter looked at Newt, who sat motionless and
emotionless, kind of in shock; the reporter smiled and continued,
looking back into the camera.

"I know this is a surprise. Your father hopes
you like it." She smiled at Newt. "Your father has decided to open
the Willis Charter School in the adjacent house."

After saying this last statement, the
reporter pointed to a newly built house that sat about an acre away
from Newt's main house. Newt could see a freshly painted banner
hanging in front of the house that read, "Temporary Site of Willis
Charter School."

Newt could not contain his excitement and
with the cameras rolling gave the public just what they wanted; his
face lit up, an unbelievable smile crossed his glowing face, and he
looked up at his dad with admiration.

"Thanks, Dad." Newt looked over and caught
Marcus's and Caleb's faces lit with the identical glow. "This is
the best present."

Newt's father beamed and patted his son on
the back. He grabbed the wheelchair and rolled it toward the school
building.

Newt looked back at his father. "I thought
you said you were mad that someone was building a house so close to
our house." Newt's father smiled. Newt continued, "It was our house
all along, right?"

His father grinned, a grin that reached
across his face, and his eyes lit up. "Let's take a tour."

The next half hour or so consisted of the
whole gang walking around together. Caleb, Marcus, and Newt reacted
with the rest of the boys with "oohhs" and "aahhs" as his father
showed them the school, complete with tables, a computer lab, media
room, outdoor and indoor eating areas, a pool, basketball and
tennis courts.

"Tennis?" Newt looked at his dad.

"I've hired a top-notch Physical Education
teacher to help with all of the outdoor activities." He glanced
back at Mrs. Silver. "I thought Mrs. Silver might be able to use
the help," to which Mrs. Silver nodded.

"I guess tennis will be fun to watch." Newt
said matter-of-factly.

"No, son," Mr. Willis rolled him onto the
court. "I expect you to play."

"I'll get slaughtered," Newt protested.

"No you won't, son. Players in wheelchairs
get two bounces. I bet you'll be beating people in no time. Give it
a try." Newt's father walked over to the other sports areas with
some of the group.

Newt had just started picturing himself
playing tennis in his mind and how he could practice between
physical therapy sessions, when his thoughts were interrupted.

"Did you notice there were extra chairs at
each table?" Caleb asked Marcus and Newt.

"Been practicing the Math, huh, Caleb?"
Marcus laughed and poked at Caleb.

The group walked back into the classroom, at
which time Caleb pointed out the extra chairs at the tables. Mrs.
Silver then took her place by the whiteboard in front of the room
and stood next to Mr. Willis. The cameras rolled.

Newt's father began his talk with a little
summary of the program and how successful it had been. He talked of
how his employees had loved having their children on the premises.
Then he paused and looked at Mrs. Silver. "Of course, we all owe
this to our great teacher, Mrs. Silver." Polite applause followed
this statement.

Mrs. Silver blushed and thanked him profusely
for the opportunity and things of that sort. This type of talking
went on for a few minutes.

Finally, Mrs. Silver looked over at the
camera and started, "We are very lucky to have such a great
benefactor." Intermittent clapping followed. She continued, "Since
the program had been so successful for our students, we wanted them
to complete the year together. Mr. Willis got permission from the
Leon County School Board to do just that." A loud round of applause
followed this statement. A couple of dignitaries, who Newt could
only conclude were from the school board, were especially noticed
and patted on the back by onlookers.

Mrs. Silver asked the boys who were members
of the original class to come to the front and announced that they
would continue at the school. The boys walked up slowly, all
twelve, and stood in their little groups as they always sat in the
classroom.

Mrs. Silver continued, "You may have noticed
there are chairs for four more people." She pointed to the
tables.

Caleb shoved his shoulder into Marcus and
lifted his chin at Newt.

"We are adding a few more students, four to
be exact; will you join us in the front?" Mrs. Silver motioned with
her arm.

Four students walked hesitantly to the
front.

Caleb, Marcus, and Newt stared in disbelief
with their mouths wide open.
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Chapter
3 Girls

The four new students stood in front of the
room with Mrs. Silver and Mr. Willis. Newt surveyed the boy
shuffling his feet, with freckles and reddish, sandy hair. He
looked like the Raggedy Andy doll he had seen in his mother's
basket of her old toys. But instead of the doll's blue pants and
checked shirt, this freckled boy had on a pair of blue jeans, a
T-shirt, and sneakers.

"This is Dusty Carville," Mrs. Silver said,
as she laid her hands on his shoulders. Clapping followed.

Newt wondered if they should be cheering for
each one. It made him think of a game show, with the host holding
his hand on the top of each person's head and asking the audience
to cheer for the one they liked best. The introduction made Newt
recall a time when he was the new kid, how hard that had been, and
how he had felt like an outcast, and that pushed the silly
game-show thinking right out of his head.

"Did you say Rusty?" The TV news reporter
jutted the microphone under Mrs. Silver's chin. Mike started
snickering, and his group behind him, Mark and J.T., laughed,
too.

Mrs. Silver looked at the reporter in
annoyance and said, "No, Dusty."

"Oh," the reporter said, and turned a little
red. "Edit that," she mouthed to the camera operator, who
nodded.

Mr. Willis walked over and shot a
disapproving look at Mike's crowd. "Dusty Carville's mother and a
lot of his extended family just moved to Tallahassee from
Mississippi. They were victims of Hurricane Katrina and have been
trying to make a go of it in a variety of places, but our town is
very lucky that they have decided to move here. A church in the
area is sponsoring the family, and his mother just started working
at the company today."

Mr. Willis put his hands above his eyebrows
as if searching the crowd. "Ms. Carville, are you out there?"

A large woman with a jolly face came forward.
"Hi, y'all. I appreciate y'all taking my boy in your school. And I
appreciate the job, Mr. Willis."

"We're glad to have you, Ms. Carville." Mr.
Willis smiled.

"And then we have our . . ." Mrs. Silver
started.

"Girls," Mike said, and then quickly looked
away. He must have thought he was whispering, but everyone heard
him and turned his way for a moment. Mike looked horrified by the
unwanted attention.

"Yes, that is correct, Mike, girls. Let me
introduce them." Mrs. Silver walked over to the tall girl. Newt
gazed at her, sizing her up. Everything on this girl matched. She
had a powder-blue skirt with a white-and-powder-blue shirt. She had
powder-blue socks, and even her shoes were white and powder-blue.
She even had something in her hair that was powder-blue. This girl
looked like a picture you would see in the teen magazines or, Newt
thought, in his mother's fashion magazines. "This is DreAnna," Mrs.
Silver remarked.

DreAnna took a step out and smiled a very
sparkly smile. Newt smiled as he thought, At least her teeth are
white and not powder-blue.

Standing next to powder-blue girl was another
girl almost as tall, with long, blonde hair, but dressed in what
Newt thought were more normal clothes.

Mrs. Silver motioned for her to move out to
the front. She obliged. "This is Kate, DreAnna's sister."

"Stepsister," DreAnna corrected
sarcastically, and Kate lifted her eyebrows.

DreAnna looked at her sister and sighed
sweetly, "Well, we really aren't sisters. I'm just telling
the truth."

A loud "Hrrmpp!" came from the crowd; DreAnna
folded her arms, stamped her foot, and stopped talking immediately.
Kate smiled slightly.

"Well, that would have to be right," Mrs.
Silver explained, "because you are not twins and you are almost the
same age." Mrs. Silver stopped, looking a little flustered, and
then concluded, "We're very happy to have you girls with us."

"Mr. Willis," Mrs. Silver motioned to
him.

Mr. Willis stepped back in front. "Yes.
DreAnna and Kate come to us from Central Florida near NASA."

The reporter interrupted, "That would be
NASA, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration?"

Mr. Willis just nodded slowly and continued,
"They have been living with their family. . . ." Mr. Willis looked
all around the audience with his hands over his eyes, searching the
crowd again. "Mr. and Mrs. Gregory, would you come up to the
front?" Two people that Newt had not recognized came up to the
front after a bit of shuffling of feet. He thought the loud
"Hrrmpp" from the crowd had come from the woman. "This is Mr. and
Mrs. Gregory, the girls' parents . . ."

DreAnna opened her mouth to speak, but the
man gave her a look and she stopped, folding her arms again.

Mr. Willis continued, ". . . from Cape
Canaveral. They are going to be working on my communications system
with me, and we are very pleased to have such distinguished
scientists on the Willis Communications team."

Mr. Gregory nodded. "We are very happy to be
here, Mr. Willis."

The two girls just nodded in agreement.

Mr. Willis then motioned Mrs. Silver to the
front. "We're switching back and forth." He laughed a little.

The other girl who had not been introduced
had been standing very still and almost looked afraid when Mrs.
Silver came over and put her hands on the girl's shoulders.

"This is Allison Dean. She and her mom and
dad and little brother come to us all the way from Washington D.C."
Mrs. Silver smiled and moved back. "Yes, I guess we are
switching back and forth." She giggled to Mr. Willis, coming to the
front again.

Mr. Willis motioned to another couple Newt
had not recognized. "This is Mr. and Mrs. Dean. I think y'all
actually lived in Virginia, right?" Mr. Dean nodded. Mr. Willis
continued, "And you worked in Washington D.C."

The reporter interrupted. "Are you
scientists, too?"

Mr. Willis answered. "No, they're from the
government to oversee our little project."

The reporter looked confused and started to
open her mouth to speak, but was abruptly interrupted. Mr. Willis
added, "They're from the government in Security. I think you are
specializing in . . ." Mr. Willis looked back at Mr. Dean to finish
his sentence.

Mr. Dean said, "I think saying we're in
Security is all we need to say."

He looked around and added, "The specifics
would just bore everyone."

Mr. Willis nodded in agreement.

Newt studied the new group while the
reporters asked questions about the communications program. Newt
loved to watch his dad talk about his company and its programs. He
always tiptoed on the edge of telling the media anything of value.
Although his dad wanted to keep the media informed, it was
difficult because most of what Newt's dad's company worked on was
top secret and of value to the country. His dad was a master at
making a little information really seem like a lot of information.
NASA was going to use the communications system in the space
program, and from what Newt had been able to understand, the
government was very much interested in the program for military
reasons, which is why, Newt gathered, there would need to be a
Security team from Washington. They certainly wanted the technology
to stay domestic and not get into the hands of enemies.

The three girls were huddled and talking.
Newt was glad he could not hear them, as he figured he would not
have any idea what they were talking about.

"Hey, whatcha in a wheelchair for?" A boy who
stood about Newt's height while Newt was in the wheelchair looked
seriously at Newt.

"Well, I was in a car accident, and this
wheelchair . . ." Newt paused for a moment while the boy curiously
looked at Newt's wheelchair. ". . . well, this wheelchair lets me
go where I want to go even though I can't walk." Newt looked at the
boy and smiled.

"Good enough. Maybe you can give me a ride
some day." The boy rubbed the wheel. "Can it go fast?"

"As fast as I need to." Newt smiled, and the
boy smiled back.

Allison walked over and grabbed the boy by
the hand. "Come on. Mom and Dad were looking for you. You were
supposed to come to the front a minute ago." The boy pulled her
hand and made her stop.

Allison looked at Newt. "Don't mind him, he
always asks a lot of questions."

Newt shook his head. "That's okay. I'm used
to it. Hi, I'm Newt."

Allison nodded. "Yeah, I heard when they
introduced you earlier."

"Oh, yeah," Newt said, kind of laughing to
himself. "This your little brother?" Newt pointed at the boy.

"Yeah, his name is Brinkley." She shuffled
her feet.

"Nice to meet you, Brinkley, I'm Newt, and
maybe one day you can ride with me on my wheelchair." The boy
smiled.

"Come on, kids." Mr. and Mrs. Dean grabbed
Brinkley by the hand. "We have to finish unpacking and get you
ready for school tomorrow."

Newt rolled after them a bit. "Hey, where are
you going to school, Brinkley?"

Brinkley yelled as he was pulled away by his
parents, "I'm going to Canopy Oaks Elementary School. I'm in second
grade." He then smiled so big that it made Newt smile, too.

"Hey, that kid looks about your speed, gimp."
Newt knew this voice, and he was right. The voice belonged to Mike,
the class bully, who towered over him. "There's someone you can
look eye to eye with."

"Hey, I thought we were friends now." Newt
thought back to the incident at Willis Communications when Mike had
been a hero and had actually saved Newt's life, or at the very
least, they had saved each other.

"You thought wrong, gimp." Mike scowled. "I
had to go back to the old neighborhood to get my head on straight.
I think this school was making me soft, but I'm not going to fall
for that again. So get used to it, gimp," Mike whispered
menacingly, so close Newt could smell the pizza he'd had for
lunch.

Mike wandered back with his group, and Newt
was glad. The rest of the afternoon was spent just talking and
catching up with some of the boys. Newt was tired, and it seemed
the little get-together was about to end. The newspaper people had
left a while ago.

Pop, pop, pop!

"What was that?" Newt asked Caleb and
Marcus.

"Gunshots! Down, sir!" Out of the corner of
his eye, Newt could see a man in a dark suit crouched over his
father as two men rushed toward Newt.

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter
4 Shots Fired?

The next few moments seemed to pass in slow
motion. Two large, muscular men dressed in black suits covered Newt
on both sides. Newt wondered where they came from, as he had not
seen them before. From the corner of his eye, Newt saw his mother
being hustled into the house. The rest of the group of people just
fell to the ground. Faces were filled with fear and confusion. Most
of the parents were lying on top of their children.

"False alarm! It was just fireworks, a kid's
prank," a voice boomed out. "We found the firecrackers."

Mr. Willis stood up and smoothed out his
suit. "Well, well, we have a practical joker among us I see." Mr.
Willis tried a forced laugh.

Newt surveyed the crowd. No one looked
guilty.

"Well, it's probably time to end this party
anyway. Our students have to get up bright and early tomorrow for
their first day back at school." Mr. Willis started walking people
to their cars with a Security detail close behind.

 


That night Newt could hardly contain his
excitement. It had been a difficult two months, separated from the
group of boys with whom he had bonded. Even though some of the boys
could be butt-heads, he smiled to himself; he still liked being
around them. It made him feel normal. Newt being with his group,
friend or foe, was still better than being alone. He also thought
about how it takes all kinds of people to make the world; his
mother had told him that over and over. He could hear her say, "If
we were all the same, wouldn't it be a boring world?" But she was
right. He decided he would not give Mike another thought. So what
if Mike was back to his old ways of bullying? Newt knew deep down
that when it counted, as it did in the explosion at the Willis's
business two months ago, Mike could be a stand-up guy, even a hero.
Newt wished that it did not take a life-or-death situation to bring
the hero out in Mike, though.

The boys all started to school in August
together, but in November, when the business was destroyed, they
had to be split up—just no place to have school. It was now
January, and the first of the year seemed a great time for a new
start. Newt sure was excited about seeing the guys on a daily
basis. He wondered how the addition of the girls into the mix would
change things. Well, he would find out tomorrow. Maverick, his dog,
curled up beside him, and they drifted off to sleep.

 


"Well, son, you excited about the new
school?" Newt's dad drank a swallow of coffee.

"Sure am, Dad." Newt wheeled up with Maverick
in tow.

Newt's mom came in from the kitchen with
waffles, the big, fat kind. He sure did love those waffles.

"Hey, Mom, do I get strawberries and whipped
cream?" Newt picked up two waffles together and put them on his
plate.

"Yepper, you do." His mom went into the
kitchen and a few minutes later arrived with a plate of
strawberries and a bowl of whipped cream. "Actually, since it's
January, we're using the frozen ones from last season, but soon the
new crop in Plant City will be coming in . . ." she put her finger
to her chin, ". . . usually around the Strawberry Festival time,
sometime in February, so we'll send for some flats of fresh
strawberries from the side of the road. Hmmm, those are good." His
mother rubbed her stomach, and that made Newt's stomach growl. She
continued, smiling, "Some ridiculously low price for a flat."

"Man, these are good." Newt chewed a bite
while he scooped up another large fork-full of waffles,
strawberries, and whipped cream.

His mom smiled. "Yeah, I can tell. But hurry,
it's almost time for school. It'll look bad if you're late, and
it's right across the street."

"Guess it would." Newt finished quickly,
wiped his mouth with his napkin, grabbed his backpack from the
counter, hooked it on his wheelchair, and untied Maverick from the
wheelchair. "Sorry, boy, school's just for us humans."

Newt thought it would be nice to wheel
himself to school. The more independent he was, the better he liked
it. After all, school was just across the street, and he thought he
could handle that. He rolled out and saw a few cars. He recognized
Mrs. Silver's car. Marcus met him at the door. The boys came in a
few at a time and gathered in the classroom. They chose the same
seats they had at the old school. The twelve boys had divided
themselves up into four groups: Newt, Caleb, one of Newt's friends
and a good sports player, and Marcus, Newt's other close friend,
who's known as the Trivia King; another table held Mike, the bully,
and two of his cohorts, J.T., who had red hair and freckles (Newt
wondered if he and Dusty might get along; this made him smile to
himself), and Mark, a large wrestling-looking type boy with a
shaved head, who was rumored to be able to put a whole hamburger in
his mouth at one time; at the next table sat Clark, a studious
type, Elliot, who talks in lines from movies, and Joe, who never
missed a day of school; and the final group consisted of Zach, who
could take cars apart, Antwon, who was the best football player,
and Randy, who could open locks without a key.

Dusty, the new kid, leaned on one of the
walls and gave the impression he would have been happy to stay
there. The three girls were whispering and giggling about something
in the back of the room.

Mrs. Silver put her stuff on the desk. Then
she pulled off some white chart paper that had been covering the
whiteboard, and they saw a schedule. Written first was
breakfast.

Newt leaned over and whispered to Marcus, "I
just had a big breakfast; I don't think I can eat anything
else."

"Well, I'm hungry." Marcus frowned at him.
"Mom made me wait, so just act like you're hungry and pick at your
food." He put his finger to his lips. "Ssshh!"

"Okay, class, as you can see, we have an
extra chair at each of the tables, so instead of splitting up our
groups, we are going to add one person to each group." Mrs. Silver
picked up a piece of paper and a ruler to use as a pointer.

Groans and moans echoed around the room.



Mrs. Silver surveyed her list and barked in
her sternest voice, "Boys, pipe down."

"We'll take the kid," J.T. volunteered,
pointing at Dusty.

"No, you will take . . . let's see . . ." She
looked over the girls. ". . . DreAnna."

DreAnna sashayed over to the table and took
the empty seat. Mike fumbled around, moving stuff so she could have
a place to put her things. Newt couldn't help but notice that her
shoes were violet, matching her clothes, hair-thingy and
everything. Then she pulled out her matching paper, penholder,
notebook, Palm Pilot, and even her phone. He wondered if she had
slide-off colors like her watchband and if she planned to do this
matching-color thing every day.

Mrs. Silver tapped the table when DreAnna
pulled out the cell phone. "Cells on vibrate or off. Put the phone
away, dear. No calls in class."

"Okay," DreAnna said matter-of-factly, and
slid the phone back into her backpack. Then she sat and clasped her
hands in front of her on her desk, almost as if she was in a play
and aware that everyone had been quietly watching her perform, and
she was now letting everyone know it was okay to resume what they
were doing.

Mrs. Silver, who had seemed mesmerized with
DreAnna's performance, finally looked at her paper. "Kate, I am
going to put you with Newt, Marcus, and Caleb."

She smiled and came over and laid her
backpack on the table. Newt noticed out of the corner of his eye
that Allison kind of made a little frown. He liked that.

"Allison, you will be with Zach, Antwon, and
Randy." Mrs. Silver pulled the chair out slightly.

Randy held out his hand forcefully as Allison
sat down. "I'm Randy. If you need . . ."

"What a dufus!" Mike blurted out.

"Mike, be quiet." Mrs. Silver turned and gave
him a mean look.

Allison and Randy both turned red with
embarrassment.

Mrs. Silver turned to Dusty, leaning on the
door. "That leaves you with Clark, Elliot, and Joe." Dusty shuffled
over and sat in the empty seat.

Mrs. Silver spent the next few minutes
sharing the morning schedule. The students were indeed going to
breakfast and then back for a writing lesson, called journaling.
She spent a little time explaining about the Florida Comprehensive
Assessment Test (FCAT) that was given during the first part of
March. She was quick to point out that there were only a couple of
months in which to prepare. She also said, if the test scores were
too low then the school could be shut down. She made the test sound
very important. After this talk, it was time to go to
breakfast.

"It's too cold to eat outside, so we're going
to eat inside today." Mrs. Silver led everyone to a long table full
of breakfast foods. There were bowls of eggs; trays of bacon,
sausage, and ham; cinnamon rolls, muffins, doughnuts, toast,
cereals, milk, and much to Newt's surprise, big, fat waffles,
strawberries, and whipped cream.

"I thought you weren't hungry." Marcus
gobbled down a bacon strip as Newt wheeled up to the table with a
plate full of waffles topped with strawberries and whipped
cream.

Newt set the plate down, scarfing down a
strawberry. "I wasn't, but this is my favorite." He gobbled down
another big bite. "Hey, it won't hurt me to eat two breakfasts
every once in a while." Newt chuckled with his mouth full. "After
all, it is the most important meal of the day."

All of the students sat with their groups at
breakfast except the girls. Even Dusty joined his table mates,
where they were very engaged in a conversation about hooks for
certain kinds of fish and what was biting now.

The three girls huddled at one end of a
table, with their plates filled ever so slightly with food. They
would look around the room, lock eyes with someone, and then go
back to whispering and giggling. It made all the boys very
uncomfortable.

"I'm not sure about these girls, Newt," Caleb
said, as he took a bite of his muffin.

Newt was finishing his leftover strawberries,
since his waffle was long gone. "They'll be okay. Hey, maybe we can
learn something from them."

"What? How to dress in matching colors?"
Marcus shoved a big spoonful of cocoa cereal in his mouth.

Newt looked over at DreAnna. "Yeah, I noticed
that, too. She looks like the models on my mom's magazine
covers."

"Maybe the one with us will be okay." Marcus
slurped the last of his milk.

"She seems fine." Caleb ate the last bite of
muffin. "Besides, what do we care? We're still the code watchers."
Caleb swallowed. "We three have our secret oath."

With this, Caleb held out his hand and the
other two put their hands on top of his and smiled.

"Ain't that sweet!" Mike said sarcastically,
which caused the girls to look over and start giggling. The boys
put their hands down immediately.

"Forget him." Marcus waved the hand holding a
cinnamon roll toward Mike as if to dismiss him. "Besides, I
do want to talk about the game."

"Which one?" Newt whispered. "The new kidnap
game you made up that we played yesterday?"

"No," Marcus said, "the one that you haven't
shown us yet."

Newt pursed his lips.

"There's a secret game?" Caleb leaned in
closer. "Hmm, a holdout game. It must be a doozy."

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter
5 Journaling

"What are you talking about?" Newt looked
confused.

"Oh, don't try to hide it." Marcus pointed at
Newt with his half-eaten cinnamon roll. "I saw the hidden icon when
I was programming the kidnapping game."

"What icon?" Newt drank a swig of hot
cocoa.

Marcus leaned forward, motioned both Caleb
and Newt to lean in, and whispered, "It looked like some kind of a
space weapon, something like a spaceship, something like that."

Newt sat for a moment frozen, and then his
eyes lit up. "Oh, yeah, that's just my alien game." Newt seemed to
relax in his chair. "We haven't played that before."

"No," Marcus said emphatically, "we haven't,
and why is that?"

Newt started talking in a whispered tone, but
with much excitement. "I thought we had. It's not a secret game,
just the first game I programmed, so it's kind of my prototype for
all my games. Maybe we can play it tonight."

"Sounds like a plan." Caleb smiled. "These
girls aren't going to cramp our style. It'll be business as usual.
NW style."

NW was the boys' acronym nickname for
their game, Newt's World. They had acronyms for many of
their programs; like NCM (their initials) was the acronym name they
called themselves when they wanted to make a secret pact or
something like that.

"NW style, I like that." Newt rolled and
threw his trash away.

"NW style for the NCM." Marcus smiled and
followed Newt out, throwing his trash away in a basketball toss to
the trash can.

When they got back to the classroom, Mrs.
Silver started explaining the first assignment. They would keep
daily journals. Mrs. Silver would put a topic on the board to write
about, or they could choose another.

"You boys have been away from each other in a
school setting for two months. You girls and Dusty have never met
each other. Think about that and try to answer the prompt." Mrs.
Silver removed the other chart paper to reveal the following:

New places, starting new things, meeting new
people, do you like these things?

Do you like one of them more?

Why or why not?

Mike squirmed. "Oh, man." Mrs. Silver shot a
frowned face his way, and he quieted immediately.

For the next few moments, the students
fumbled for their pencils and papers. Finally, the class quieted
down, and all that was heard was the occasional erasing on
paper.

"You have ten minutes to write. Just write
what comes to mind." Mrs. Silver wrote on the whiteboard the word
"Sharing" under journal writing. This caused a mass of groans in
the classroom, to which Mrs. Silver turned her head and pursed her
lips. She put five fingers up. The class knew this was her sign to
be quiet and get to work. They also knew that she was not going to
change her mind about the sharing part. So they just went back to
work.

"Finish up." Mrs. Silver walked to the front
of the room with a timer in hand. She showed it to the class; it
read one minute.

The beeper went off exactly one minute later.
"Put your pencils down." Mrs. Silver lightly tapped her pencil on
her desk. "Do I have any volunteers to share first?" The room fell
quiet as a tomb.

"Okay." Mrs. Silver started to pick someone,
and it was at this exact moment that Mike's pencil rolled off his
desk and hit the floor with a loud whack. "Thanks for
volunteering, Mike." Mrs. Silver smiled knowingly.

Mike groaned and shuffled up to the front of
the class and started. "I don't like new people or new things. I
was happy at my old school, but my mother made me come here, and .
. ." He put his paper down to his side; it was completely devoid of
writing. ". . . I don't like writing, and I don't like nerds." And
with this last statement, he peered menacingly toward Newt, who
cowered in his chair. Some of the boys chuckled, and Mrs. Silver
made her way to the front, grabbed the paper, and shook her head.
"I guess you know what your grade is, right, Mike?"

"Whatever." Mike shrugged and shuffled back
to his desk and sat with a loud thump like a sack of potatoes into
his chair.

"I'll go." Marcus shot up his hand.

Mrs. Silver motioned okay.

"I like meeting new people and new friends
and going to new places. I try to watch TV and see all of the new
places on the Discovery Channel and Animal Planet, but it is not
like being there. I think the new people in the class will add to
the class. By Marcus Silver. The End." And with the last word, he
smiled at Mrs. Silver, his mom, and sat down.

"Teacher's pet," someone mumbled in the back
of the class.

Mike added, "No, it's worse, teacher's
son."

The grumbling went on for a couple of
minutes, and Mrs. Silver took up the rest of the journals and
assigned reading out of the book. This quieted everyone down. It
was almost thirty minutes before they were interrupted again. "Mrs.
Silver," a voice over the intercom interrupted the silence.

"Yes," Mrs. Silver acknowledged.

The voice bellowed, cutting through the calm,
"Florida State University just called. They have basketball tickets
for the students for Thursday night's game. There are plenty
available, so the students can bring others: parents, sisters and
brothers, whoever. Would you please let them know? And tell the
students to let their parents know. We'll give them their tickets
at the game." Newt did not recognize the man's voice on the other
side of the speaker.

Cheers erupted in the classroom, followed by
a lot of chattering.

"Hey, can I ride with you?"

"My brother will want to go, yuck!"

"He can sit with my brother, don't
worry."

"I've never seen an FSU game."

"Me, neither."

"This will be fun."

"Who are they playing?"

"Who cares?"

"True."

At the end of the talking and chattering,
Elliot announced that FSU was playing Georgia Tech, and it was a
big game. He said he had heard his parents talking about the game.
Someone else in the class who had been to a game told the students
about how the cheerleaders would throw souvenirs and the camera
would show the crowd. The students were pretty excited, and this
excitement lasted all the way till lunch.

The afternoon was filled with the rules of
the school, organizing their desks, and assigning laptops. The boys
had gotten used to using and taking home laptops from Willis
Communications' last charter school. It was no secret that getting
the laptops again made them very happy. Moreover, the new students
seemed happy, except DreAnna, who complained about the "looks" of
the computer. To which Mike grumbled that she should buy a lavender
cover for her computer. This comment resulted in a big laugh.

Finally, the bell rang, and DreAnna fumbled,
trying to get all of her books together. Mark and J.T. rushed over
and picked up her things. She smiled, and Mike grabbed her phone
and ran ahead of her.

Newt, Marcus, and Caleb were not paying any
attention to this until DreAnna ran up and grabbed Caleb. "Please
get my phone back." Caleb turned and got a glimpse of Mike running
off with the phone. Mike scowled and stopped in his tracks in front
of them. Mike turned and glared at DreAnna and the group of Marcus,
Newt, and Caleb, who were now being joined by Allison and
Dusty.

DreAnna screamed as she saw her phone fall
and burst into a thousand pieces.

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter
6 Fantabulous

Crash! Parts of the phone went flying
everywhere. Mike turned white as a ghost and froze. "Sorry," he
muttered, scurried off ahead, jumped on his bike, and took off. He
disappeared so quickly that he seemed like the roadrunner leaving a
puff of smoke behind him.

Tears streaming down her face, DreAnna knelt,
picked up pieces of her phone, cupped them in the palms of her
hands, and wailed as loudly as humanly possible.

Kate ran up at this moment. She had not
witnessed anything that happened, but went straight to DreAnna, put
her arms around her, and held her while she sobbed uncontrollably.
"It's okay . . . I'm sure we can fix it . . . it's okay."

Caleb knelt down and put his hand on
DreAnna's shoulders. "Hey, don't worry. Most of these things are
insured. Mike's a big jerk. Just ignore him."

Fortunately, DreAnna's parents came soon
after and coaxed her to stop crying by informing her that the phone
was indeed insured and that she would probably get a much better
phone. This new information seemed to calm her down. Finally,
everyone got off to their respective cars and started home.

Marcus, Newt, and Caleb talked about the
incident all the way into Newt's house, through the kitchen while
grabbing snacks along the way, during the elevator ride, and
finally into Newt's room. They finally sat down in Newt's room, and
a quiet moment arose.

"Alright, buddy." Caleb took a huge handful
of salt and vinegar chips and shoved them into his mouth. "Time to
show us the game that started it all."

"Oh, yeah." Newt wheeled to the computer and
tossed the brown and green cuffs to their respective owners and
clipped the blue cuff on himself. "I had forgotten about this game.
You know, I made most of my characters in this game. We could have
a Jurassic Park kind of game with all of the early Heroes and
Nemeses." Newt clicked away on the computer.

"Fan-ta-bulous idea!" Marcus crossed his legs
in Indian fashion on the bed and smiled at himself for using his
new word. Marcus had started putting words together to make better
words, or so he explained. Like fantabulous was fantastic and
fabulous together. Guess one would have to get Marcus's personality
to understand that. The list of Heroes and Nemeses appeared.

First, the Heroes:

Heroes/Companions

The Captain (Newt's favorite, he was a
soldier, but the best of the best. He accompanied Newt on all his
adventures. His only drawback was that he appeared and reappeared
without notice.);

Ivan Inanimate (This creature could
make any inanimate object take on people-like qualities, but his
weakness was those same people-like qualities.);

Angus Animal (This creature could
become any animal, only with souped-up powers and the animal's
strengths and weaknesses.);

Connecto (a creature with super-glue
hands and feet, both a strength and a weakness at times);

Rosy Thorn (a creature that could make
a plant life obey him, but who could be hurt by oxygen content and
weather changes);

Empathy Eve (a creature who could feel
others' emotions and control them, but when confronted with too
many emotions would become devoid of emotion until
regeneration);

Mind Bend (a creature who could make
you see things that were not there, but who also went into a
dream-like state without notice);

Mother Bear (a protector, a problem
sometimes when there was a difference of opinion about when to
protect and when to risk);

Sky Diamond (a flyer, but unable to
fly in extreme wind or heat);

Maggie Mask (a face changer, but who
could not hold shape when under extreme duress);

Cam Chameleon (a creature that could
change into its surroundings, unless water was present);

Nightingale/Dove (a creature that
changed its appearance every morning and night, but lost memory of
where it had been or what it had been doing);

And Unit Under (a creature that lived
under the surface of the earth, but unable to come out on the
surface for more than an hour).

Then the Nemeses/Enemies:

Nemeses/Enemies

Foe-niacs (Newt's first
Nemeses, these enemies stay in the shadows and are able to
multiply, but also disappear when hit or kicked.);

Alien Rock (a particularly nasty alien
who looks like a rock but is able to take minerals out of its
surroundings to grow stronger. His weakness is magnets.);

Trog Marin (This alien is amphibian
and is able to morph into a frog-like creature of a reptile, but
who could not morph in very cold temperatures.);

Phifer Grunt (a monstrous beast who
feeds off grunt food like worms and algae for strength, but is
allergic to man-made synthetics);

Inferno Tree (a walking tree that can
burst into flame whenever it wants, but who, of course, would be
without power around water);

Garden Envy (a wisteria-like growing
plant that overtakes its enemies and chokes out the air, but who
loses power when oxygen is taken out);

Trans-Lucent (an invisible enemy, but
unable to hold invisibility for over an hour);

Crazy Pete (an opponent who does not
do what is expected, this enemy is very unpredictable. Newt
especially liked this enemy because Newt'sWorld could not
predict it—sometimes this character did help Newt out.);

Shell Man (a turtle-like opponent,
slow but deadly, slowness being its weakness);

Astro-Shifter (able to shift matter,
but unable to go through gold);

FireIce (able to melt and to re-freeze
within seconds, but its weakness: If it went to gaseous form it had
to regenerate.);

Voice Eater (steals and mimics voices,
its weakness was laryngitis);

And Melting Pot (an alien who is able
to put ingredients into a pot and make a different form of alien
every time, but whose weakness is the unpredictability of what came
out).

The boys studied the lists.

"Let's do an ultimate Newt's World
game," Marcus suggested.

Caleb swallowed the chips he was munching.
"You mean like an Olympics for the virtual Newt's World
game?"

"Wow! Now that's a good idea." Newt began
throwing out ideas. "Maybe we could have them in a planetary system
battle." He was throwing his hands all over the place. "Like the
team would be from different planetary systems and stuff like . . .
like . . . wow, that would be something."

"Well, what events would there be?" Caleb
began posing in a fighting position. "Karate, judo?"

Newt put his finger under his chin. "Well, I
guess it could be anything you want it to be."

The ideas and conversation started jumping
out of the boys' mouths like bubbles out of a bubble machine.

"What about an obstacle course?" Marcus waved
his hand.

"Yeah, we could have them planet jumping or
something cool like that." Caleb jumped around.

"Fantabulous. How about a mind bender game
where they have to solve problems as a team to get to the final
showdown?" Marcus plopped down.

"I like the idea of a cage fight." Caleb put
his hands in box fashion around himself.

"A relay race could be cool, with each using
their powers to get further." Marcus looked at Caleb.

Newt lit up like a light bulb. "I've got
it!"

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter
7 Newt's World Ultimate Game

The boys waited for what seemed like an
eternity for Newt to finish his thought. Finally, Newt looked them
both in the eyes very seriously. "What about if we made them play a
game like our game? So it would be a game, but a game within a
game."

Caleb sat down hard on the floor with a
thump. "You know, that is not a half bad idea. We could work in all
of those things we just said, but have the Heroes and Nemeses
playing a game just like us."

"Fantabulous!" exclaimed Marcus.

For the next couple of hours, the boys did
something they had not done before. They took each of their
computers and put them in different areas and rooms. They also took
each of the extra computers that Newt had and relocated them around
the entire third floor, which was Newt's space. They morphed the
rooms through holographic means and changed all the rooms. They
essentially had an Olympic area. It looked very similar to a Disney
World map. At the end of their brainstorming, they had mapped out
five areas: Newt's Animal World, Newt's World Obstacle Course,
Newt's World Ocean Park, Newt's Planetary Battle Game Park, and
Newt's Elimination Determination Park.

In Newt's Animal World, each of the
players took on a particular animal's characteristics. For example,
FireIce might be joined with a dolphin; this would allow the
creature to swim under water and to use its fire side to swim
through volcanoes. The computer, as usual, could take the players
of the Heroes and Nemeses and morph them as it saw fit to do. The
computer could change and morph the game. This was what made the
game so unpredictable and fun to play.

In Newt's World Obstacle Course, there
was a series of tunnels, caves, rivers, waterfalls, and mountains.
And within these areas were pitfalls and obstacles. The Heroes or
Nemeses were allowed to switch positions like a tag team wrestling
match to get further in the obstacle course, but there were two or
three places that a wrong or unlucky turn would send them back to
the beginning or out of the game completely.

For Newt's World Ocean Park, Marcus
helped design most of this from his Discovery Channel mind. This
turned out to be quite fun. The Heroes and Nemeses were required to
take a trip to an underwater city and back. They were catapulted to
the city through a slingshot, which had to be timed just right or
the traveler would be sent to a prison with monsters of the deep
and their game mates would have to bargain to get them out. The
team could not win if any of their teammates were in the
prison.

Newt's Planetary Battle Game Park was
an awesome idea. It consisted of the team building a ship, a fleet,
designing weaponry, and all the extras needed for battle. The
Heroes and Nemeses would have a time limit on designing their
battle gear and strategy. While in battle, the computer did a great
job of throwing outside obstacles in the way, such as meteor
storms, explosions, or adding other aliens to come in to mess with
things.

Newt's Elimination Determination Park
consisted of the Heroes and Nemeses choosing two each to battle for
a final elimination. The teams had to show physical strength in a
variety of sequenced conflicts like tug of war, fight club, and
weapons competition. Power of mind was tested with a series of mind
games, riddles, and puzzles to solve. Endurance was also tested in
a sequence of very lengthy struggles. The final part was a team
battle in which they had to work together and find the best path to
victory. This part would always be the hardest segment to complete,
making the game that much more challenging and fun to play.

Although they had done a great deal of work
on the game in the short time since they had started on it, they
could see that to do this right would take a lot of time, a lot
more time.

"This game could take months—maybe years—to
finish." Marcus grabbed some chips. "You guys think we'll be
friends that long?" He giggled, spitting some chips into his
hand.

"You know, we'll change this a thousand times
before we're through," Caleb commented, as they talked and tried
out more ideas. "But, yeah, I think the NCM will be friends
forever."

"We'll have to be," Newt said, writing down a
few more ideas, "'cause this game is going to take forever to get
it just right."

"Yeah, but what a great start." Marcus
beamed.

"And remember, the computer will add some
stuff, too." Newt wheeled to a computer station.

"That's the best part." Caleb pointed to a
couple of graphics.

"Fantabulous!" Marcus leaned over.

In the center, the boys had holographically
changed the room. This was the beginning of what was to be a very
grueling series of battles. The key was to match the correct Hero
and Nemesis so that one team would have the last Hero or the last
Nemesis standing. Since the boys were in the game, they could
battle as a Hero or Nemesis, also.

"What should we name the game?" Marcus locked
his cuff on his arm, ready to battle his Nemesis. "I mean, it's got
to have a name."

"Newt's World, of course." Caleb
turned his arm cuff, and his holographic self mimicked a movement
of battle in the game.

Newt clicked on his cuff. "What about
Newt's World Ultimate Game, to distinguish it from the other
games, of course?"

"Of course," Marcus grinned.

"I like it. .. Ultimate Game." Caleb
rolled over, and his counterpart did, too.

Newt paused, pushing some buttons on his
cuff. "How about, for this final part of the game," he paused and
wrote on the computer as he spoke, "Final Destination: Newt's
World Byte?"

Caleb smiled. "I like the play on words.
Works for me." And he repeated, "Final Destination: Newt's World
Byte."

Marcus crawled to the monitor, pushing
buttons on his cuff, which showed up on the computer. "How about
Byte or Be Bytten?"

"Even better." Newt smiled approvingly at the
computer screen. "I like it. Final Destination: Byte or Be
Bytten."

Caleb continued playing, "Uh-huh."

And so the game was born and named.

The boys had gotten so into designing and
trying to set up their game that they did not hear the elevator
door open.

"What's going on . . . huhh?" A familiar
voice gasped, and a loud thump broke through the room.

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter
8 Basketball Game

Click . . . click . . . click

The boys simultaneously turned off their
cuffs, and the rooms went back to normal in a flash.

Newt's mother lay on the floor blinking her
eyes into focus. "Wow, I musta hit my head. I thought I saw stars."
She rubbed her head and struggled to get up.

Caleb rushed over to her and helped her up.
"Wow, Ms. W, that was a nasty fall." He pulled her to her feet.
"You okay?"

Newt's mom gathered her composure and
announced, "Yes, but I think it's about time to call it a night."
She walked around the room, touching a number of gadgets. "What
have you boys been doing in here all this time? It's been
hours."

"Boy stuff, Mom." Newt wheeled and took his
mom by the hand and led her to the elevator. "You wouldn't
understand."

His mom messed with his hair, "Oh, really."
She paused and then smiled. "Okay, I get it . . . secret friends
stuff." She chuckled a bit. "Hey, remember I was young once,
too."

Newt stopped at the elevator. "Really, just a
few more minutes, Mom, I promise." His eyes pleaded with his mom,
she gave an okay nod, and down she went in the elevator.

"Whew," Marcus brushed his forehead with his
hand, "that was close." He looked very seriously at Newt. "Just
what do your parents know, and is it alright that we're doing this
stuff now?" Then he looked even more serious. "I mean, is there any
real reason we shouldn't be playing with this game?"

Newt slumped back in his chair. "Well, I
mean, we do a have Security team from Washington protecting my
father and his secret . . ." he said sarcastically, pausing, ". . .
so we really probably should be careful about what we change with
the game, but I really don't think there's any harm in what we're
doing." Then Newt stopped as if to convince himself he was right
and continued. "I mean, this is just a kid's game after all.
Right?" He searched the other boys' eyes.

"Yeah, sure." Caleb patted him on the
back.

Marcus shrugged. "What was the reason that
people wanted a communications system anyway? I forget."

Newt stopped for a moment and searched for
his words. "Remember the first time there was a bank robbery and
there was some way that people could access the system to control
things?" Newt put his hands in his lap. "I mean, let's face it, it
is a holographic system, and if you really stopped and thought
about it, there's lots of things that bad guys could do if they
could fool people holographically into thinking something that
wasn't true was happening. Or if something really happened, then
they could holographically make people think it wasn't happening. I
mean, just use your imagination." Realizing he had been rambling
for a while, he abruptly stopped.

"How about the oath?" Marcus suggested.
"Sounds like a good time for it."

Newt held out his hand, "I agree, NCM oath
time."

The boys put their hands on top of each
others' hand and chanted an oath of silence.

This ended the conversation about that
particular topic.

They chatted all the way down the elevator
and out the front door about what they could add to the game and
how much they looked forward to playing it again.

"It's the best game we ever invented," Marcus
whispered, full of glee as they said their good-byes.

 


The next couple of days were spent getting
used to their school schedule and also getting used to the new kids
in class. Of course, DreAnna had her phone replaced with a phone on
which she could put different color faces so it would match her
outfits. The boys—Mike, Mark, and J.T.—had quickly labeled her with
the nickname "Baby Vogue." Every time they called her "Baby Vogue,"
she would smile and act mildly irritated. Newt surmised she must
either like the name or the attention, or both. If she had disliked
it, she would have kicked up a fuss. She did not seem like the type
of person to hide her feelings.

The daily lesson called for journaling, and
in the last two days, they had found out a little bit about each of
the students, their families, a few likes and dislikes, and things
of that sort. Each day they had a newspaper assignment from the
local newspaper in town. There was a program called "Newspaper in
Education," and Mrs. Silver really liked it. Each day she had fun
things for them to do, or at least for the last two days the
assignments had been fun.

One day they did a scavenger hunt. All of the
students got very competitive, looking for certain things in the
paper. Kate had won easily, and that earned her the nickname
"teacher suck-up" from the table of Mike's comrades. Newt was not
sure if that name was going to stick; he thought Marcus had the
teacher's pet thing down, since Mrs. Silver was his mom.

Thursday night was the big FSU basketball
game. Every day the boys came in early and read the paper about the
games and stats from the sports page. Most thought of Tallahassee
as a football town, but it was January and football was played in
the fall. The students all loved Bobby Bowden, the "legend" of
Florida State football. They would share some sightings of Bobby
Bowden and autograph stories as they looked through the paper.

However, this night was going to be a
basketball night; they would have to wait till the fall for the new
football season. The plan was that the group would meet outside the
Tallahassee Civic Center around 6:15 p.m. It seems that there were
many activities that went on before the 7:00 p.m. game. It was
different from the art of tailgating that had been mastered during
football season. Basketball games had their own aura of tradition,
and the students were very anxious to join in those festivities, as
well as watch a good game.

At precisely 6:15 p.m., every student, their
parents, and some siblings were waiting outside the ticket gate of
the Tallahassee Civic Center. Mr. Willis gave out the tickets, and
they made their way into the Civic Center. Newt had to sit up high
where the people in wheelchairs sat. Marcus and Caleb grabbed a
couple of chairs and sat with him. Even Brinkley, Allison's little
brother, asked to sit with Newt, and his mom had given him
permission to do so.

After settling in and taking their seats, the
girls all decided to go to the bathroom. They giggled as they came
by and fluttered their way to the bathroom. Newt could not figure
out why they kept giggling, but it seemed to be a girls' thing.
Finally, the game started, and the students got busy ordering
nachos, pizza, just about every type of food that was offered, and
seemed completely content with trying to wipe out all of the food
in the concession stand. They happily chowed down on the delectable
purchases and watched the game. It was a very good game,
back-and-forth scoring for the most part.

Dusty seemed to get up a lot to talk to the
camera operator. And by doing this, he did not seem to see much of
the game. Marcus, Newt, Caleb, and Brinkley had been on the Big
Screen Camera just about every time there was a break in the game.
This seemed to bother Mike, who was really whooping and hollering
trying to get on the camera.

During the first half of the game, the
"Kissing Cam" was the exciting event. This was where the camera
goes around and finds a couple and tries to get them to kiss for
the camera. Well, during the first session of this, the camera had
found Newt's parents and a few other couples, who kissed as the
crowd cheered.

As the game went on, the students below
Newt—mostly caused by Dusty's getting-up-and-down antics—had to
keep changing seats. Every time someone would leave to go get food
or go to the bathroom, the students would change seats so they
wouldn't have to crawl over seated people. Newt had seen Dusty
talking to the camera operator and wondered if he was having input
into what and who was being filmed. Dusty could be quite a
character when he wanted to, and from what Newt could see, Dusty
seemed to be the class clown or the practical joker.

When late in the game it was time for the
"Kissing Cam" again, Mike had been making such a fuss that the
camera went on him and DreAnna.

Because of all the getting up and moving, the
two of them had ended up sitting together. The camera settled on
them for a kiss. The camera hovered. The crowd cheered, "Kiss!
Kiss! Kiss!"

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter
9 Community Service

The camera hovered for an uncomfortable few
seconds. Finally Mike, obviously caught up with the crowd chanting,
leaned over to kiss DreAnna.

DreAnna jumped up and yelled, "No way!" She
huffed off. "I'm not kissing someone in front of the camera."

The camera moved off to another unsuspecting
couple. This embarrassed Mike so badly he ran out onto the
steps.

Just before he got to the top step, Dusty
came up and shouted, "What's wrong, Mike?" And started
laughing.

This caused Mike to trip and tumble halfway
down the stairs. Dusty rolled in the aisle laughing, and the other
boys joined in.

Kate, who was on her way back from the snack
bar, had missed the whole thing. She ran to Mike and said, "Are you
okay?"

Mike jumped up and yelled, "Shut up! It's not
funny!" Then he shoved Kate, whose popcorn and drink went all over
her.

Marcus and Brinkley ran to help Kate.

Caleb caught Mike at the top of the stairs.
"Not cool!" Then with a shove, Caleb knocked Mike down the
stairs.

The camera operator caught the action on film
and looped it on the big screen repeatedly. The crowd went wild.
Security people grabbed the boys and carted them out of the arena
area.

And that was the end of the game for the
Willis Charter School. To say the least, the school would not be
invited back to a basketball game in the near future. Before it was
all over and settled, both Caleb and Mike had community service
hours assigned through a deal orchestrated by Mr. Willis.

"Girls change everything!" some of the boys
had said on the way out of the Civic Center. There was probably a
lot of truth to that statement.

Nothing spectacular happened in the next few
weeks in school. Mike and Caleb's consequence for fighting was to
pick up trash on the side of the road and in local parks. From what
Newt and Marcus could learn from Caleb, it was especially brutal
because it was pretty cold outside during the month of January in
Tallahassee. Not as cold as it is up north, but cold just the same.
While Caleb was tied up with this duty, Marcus and Newt had worked
on the game, Newt's World Ultimate Game, and counted the
days until they could get together with Caleb and play.

After the initial setup, the two boys decided
to just play samplings and portions of the game and put in ideas to
change and morph the game. They decided to start with The Alien
Battle Game. They did not want to leave Caleb out completely.
Since the Alien Game had been the first game Newt had
invented, they thought it would be the easiest. As they developed
the game, the computer took over and began programming itself,
which made the game way cooler, or fantabulous as Marcus would
say.

On the last afternoon before Caleb's
"release," Newt and Marcus decided to actually play a portion of
the game.

"Alien battle stations, sir," the computer
voice sounded.

"This is your captain, CT at the helm. Sound
light speed 9, Sky Diamond," a holographic captain spoke from his
captain's chair.

"We will navigate through this planetary
system of the Milky Way." Newt pushed buttons on his
wrist-cuff.

"Marcus, did you run into something?" Newt
looked at the monitor.

"No, it was Cam Chameleon. I never see that
creature; it just blends in." Marcus brushed off his arm after
being hit by Cam.

"The Nemesis ship is attacking, sir, what are
your orders?" the computer voice bellowed.

"Evasive maneuvers!" CT screamed.

"Oh, no, two have been captured through the
beam of light transfer." One of the Heroes' voices was heard as if
from a distance.

"Marcus . . . Newt . . . where are you?" CT's
fading voice was slightly heard through a piercing sound.

"Scan their deck!" another voice
screeched.

Marcus and Newt found their surroundings
changed.

Lying on the floor, Marcus rolled over to
Newt. "Wow! That never happened before."

Newt held his hands over his ears to block
out the deafening sound of blasts and yelled, "I know, the computer
just changed the hologram from one ship to another, and we didn't
even program that."

Marcus smiled. "Wow, this is incredible. This
is excellent." Then he paused. "This is incre-xcellent!"

Newt smiled and nodded his head. "Yeah, this
is a new-word time if ever there was a new-word time."

On the changed deck of the computer came an
announcement: Prepare to be boarded if you do not return our
teammates.

The shadows of the Foe-niacs surrounded the
boys, and FireIce came and stood over them.

"We have them now. Give up, Heroes. We have
won," a menacing voice announced.

"Crazy Pete, watch these boys while we
negotiate the surrender." FireIce smiled and walked toward the helm
of the Nemesis ship.

Just then, the boys' surroundings started to
swirl; one of the chairs came over and landed on top of the boys.
It was like being in a twister.

The boys blinked their eyes, and the Heroes'
deck came back into focus.

Newt rolled over. "What happened?"

"Never underestimate Cam Chameleon," Captain
CT announced.

"What happened?" Newt asked CT, the
hologram.

CT answered, "Cam brought you back. She had
blended into the surroundings and was light-transferred with you
when the Nemeses captured you." CT pointed to a replay on the
screen. "She then sent your coordinates back to us, and we reversed
it and brought all of you back."

"The Game is decided," the computer
announced. "Heroes win!"

The room went back to its original form.

Marcus looked at Newt. "Did you end the
game?"

"No." Newt slowly took a deep breath. "Guess
the game is learning quickly. I would say that is fantabulous or
incre-xcellent."

Marcus smiled, "I would say it's
something."

After this, the boys talked for a while about
the game and the possibilities. Ultimately, they decided to wait to
discuss anything else until Caleb was allowed to come over again,
which was going to happen the very next day.

 


At school the next day, the three boys
huddled every chance Marcus and Newt got to enlighten Caleb about
what had been happening with the game. The other boys in the class
seemed to be involved in their own class work, their own talks, and
did not seem to notice them or be very interested in what they were
talking about.

The three boys did not even pay attention to
the girls, who had been standoffish since the incident with DreAnna
and Kate.

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter
10 Bicygon

Hey, I still gotta go by my house." Caleb
jumped on his bike. "You know, checking in with Mom. She's being a
real stickler."

Marcus started pushing Newt. "Hey, how about
after, let's go by my house and set up some of the game there."

"Well," Newt stammered and kind of shrugged,
"I probably really should stay here."

"Nothing doing." Marcus pushed him over to
his door and yelled. "Hey, Ms. W. Okay if Newt comes to my house
today? We're celebrating Caleb getting out of the slammer."

Caleb reached over and socked Marcus
playfully on the shoulder.

Newt's mom smiled and waved her hand in
agreement, "Okay by me. Just call me on the cell when you're ready
to come home." Then she stopped at the doorway. "How are y'all
getting there?"

"We all have wheels." And with that statement
Marcus ran to his mom's car and produced the bicygon.

Marcus had invented the bicygon some time ago
for Newt. It consisted of a bicycle and a wagon, and Marcus rode
the bicycle and carried Newt in the wagon. It was fantabulous, as
Marcus would say.

It was a couple of miles to Caleb's house,
their first stop. Caleb ran in and out of the front door so quickly
that the boys did not have enough time to smell the friendly house.
Caleb's house was very inviting, but his mom was none too happy
with him after the basketball incident; so they had opted to just
say a quick hi and bolt out of there to avoid the questioning. They
continued on their way to their final stop, Marcus's house.

They rode by the field and chattered about
Newt's World Ultimate Game. They were so engrossed with
their conversation, they didn't even see the girls, Kate, Allison
and DreAnna (on a lavender bike of course), bicycling beside
them.

Allison biked beside Newt. "Hey, whatcha guys
up to?"

"Nothing much, just going to my house,"
Marcus chirped in, as the other two boys shot him a dirty look;
they knew what question was coming next, and it did.

"Can we come?" DreAnna drawled, in a syrupy
sort of sugary way.

"No," Marcus frowned. "Why do we want a bunch
of girls coming over?"

"Well, too bad." Kate shot past them on her
bike. "We gotta go to our teacher's house to get some extra credit
work for our report."

"Oh, no," Newt mumbled, knowing their teacher
was at Marcus's house and they were all headed to the same
place.

Allison slowed down to keep up with Newt.
"It's true."

"Great idea," Caleb sarcastically said, "us
going to Marcus's house." Then he hurried to catch Kate's bike.
"Race you!"

Kate and Caleb raced to the Silver house,
while the other four took their time. Caleb was way ahead of
Kate.

"We won't get into anything," Allison smiled
at Newt. "We know you guys just like to hang out together."

"That's okay," Newt said. "It's a free
world." And then he smiled at her.

"Has Newtie got a girlfriend?" Mike bellowed
from behind. "You know you girls are hanging out with a gimp and a
nerd? Hey, wait boys; don't you think Newt here is a nerd gimp?"
The other two boys, J.T. and Mark, just chuckled and nodded in
agreement.

"Shut up!" Marcus stepped off the bicygon.
Mike was so loud that he had gotten Kate's attention, and she
stopped riding her bike and turned around to see what was
happening.

"Hey, is the little man gonna try to fight?"
Mike started again. "You must really like those girls."

Kate had turned and was heading back just in
time to see Marcus put up his fists. Mike smiled and walked over to
him, fists raised.

Thwapt!

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter
11 FurBall

Mike was lying on the ground with Kate
towering over him.

"Wow! I never saw that coming, and I don't
think Mike did either, let's get outta here!" the other two boys,
J.T. and Mark, yelled at each other as they ran off.

Kate extended her hand to Mike. "Can I help
you up?"

"Leave me alone, you freak." Mike jumped up
and ran off limping.

"That was a little intense, Kate," DreAnna
murmured.

"Hey, you gotta stand up to those boys, or
they'll bully you all of your life." Kate picked up her bike.
"Anyway, all I meant to do was jump at him. I think I scared him,
and that's why he fell. Sometimes just to catch people off guard is
better. You know I'm not a hitter. I'm sorry he fell over the
bike."

"What happened?" Caleb rode up fast on his
bike. "Kate, you okay?"
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