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~ Hack ~
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My name is Jack Hackett; everyone but my mom calls me Hack—and there’s a good reason why she doesn’t. It’s not Hackett, Hacker, or Hackster. Just Hack. I’m not your usual immature seventeen-year-old who hacks into a couple of websites, trolling to get the dirt on someone or gain business advantages. In fact, I’m a master at hacking computer programs. I may not be the clout chaser you think I am, but I’m probably the only teen you know who has tapped into the FBI and lived to talk about it. 

Now I want to access Numen, the company that invented an artificial intelligence—AI—implant that allows a viewer to be inside a person’s mind to hear, see, and know what that person thinks. I’m one of Numen’s beta testers and recently started watching their implanted participant, ValleyGirl, through my virtual reality (VR) headset.

This amazing technology got me thinking I’d love to know how Numen works—like behind the scenes as they interact with their participants. Hacking it would be rad. Yeah, I keep it low-key so I don’t get in trouble again.
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~ Week 1 ~
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“Hack, are you okay?” The banging on the door to my small room interrupts my attention to the VR headset. It’s Uncle Ben, who’s repeating his words in an ominous tone.

My parents and I live with my uncle and his family at Hackett Haven, my grandma’s remote 260-acre ranch in northern Idaho; the place has been in our family for generations. I stay about fifty yards away from the huge, 3,500+ square-foot farmhouse in an added-on building attached to the garage. It’s my IT, information technology, sanctuary, complete with a bed, couch, and table, plus a kitchenette, full bathroom, and access to a large upstairs storage area.

“Yeah, bruh, I’m talking to you, aren’t I? And I’m busy.” I don’t mean to be short, but it comes out that way since I’m focused on what I’m doing online.

“Come on, Hack!” he yells as he enters the main room and yanks my flannel shirt sleeve, trying to drag me outside. “Right now!”

I put my goggles down as he rants, “It’s Grammy. We can’t find her.”

“Are you sure? Did you check the garden? Grammy’s always out there weeding,” I say as I click “pause” on my computer’s keyboard.

“Nope. Haven’t looked there yet, but Scooter found his way to the cattle barn, where I was working,” my uncle replies. “I think that strange sound must’ve spooked the dog.” 

As he heads over to the main house, I stay back a few seconds to slip on my shoes. 

Apparently, that sound wasn’t heard only via my headset.

***
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See, I was online watching ValleyGirl via Numen’s program. I chose her from one of their dozen participants who have devices the size of a dime implanted behind their ears that, when triggered, allow a viewer like me to be there, in the moment, inside their heads, feeling and seeing and hearing what they do. It’s the best AI reality program I’ve ever used or seen. It’s fire. 

It’s so weird being in someone’s head, especially when wearing these 3D wrap-around oversized goggles that provide 180-degree visual angles. I could watch ValleyGirl on one of my two desktop computer monitors, as then I could multitask at the same time. The headset grabs my complete attention, so I don’t wear it often. But man, it’s vivid. It’s like being right there, inside her body, looking out her eye sockets, watching everything she does.

Anyway, here’s what was going on:

ValleyGirl—her online name—is a Los Angeles photojournalist named Sarah Colton, and she was having a bad day. She hated her aunt, argued with her husband, and found out she was pregnant, all around the same time. Without telling her husband, she decided to have an abortion. Then there was this big, odd sound. 

The tri-sound, which I heard through my headset, was loud, and it hit differently, like it happened right here, at the same time, in my room.

I ignored the abnormal noise and, over the next twenty minutes, I fixated on what was happening to Sarah. 

Working for the local newspaper, she was the only one to video the horrific aftermath of a plane crash outside her condo. 

It was dope. So messed up viewing all that blood and gore at the crash site.

***
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With Uncle Ben repeatedly telling me to hurry up, I trot to catch up with him. “Did you ask my mom and dad?” 

He doesn’t need to respond; my parents, Brent and Karen Hackett, are standing on the large, wrap-around porch of the main house that was built in 1878 but had been added to and remodeled several times over the last hundred years. Thankfully, it’s got all the up-to-date amenities, including satellite, cable, and solar panels.

Mom’s crying into her apron, and Dad shakes his head as he says, “Grammy’s not inside. We’ve checked all the rooms, including her bedroom and bathroom. Mom said she last saw her head down the hall to her room after dinner. We’re sure she didn’t leave the house.”

Instead of going up the stairs to the porch, I walk around to the right side of the house made of massive logs. Before I know it, I spot Grammy’s clothes and shoes between neat rows of newly transplanted peas and spinach in her garden. I bet she wanted to check her veggie starts again. Her reading glasses, complete with those long chains that wrap around the neck, are neatly lodged on a mound of dirt. Both upward arms of the eyeglasses are wide open, as if begging to be picked up. I yell out my findings, and Mom races to my side, rescuing Grammy’s clothes, specs, watch, and cross necklace lying in the dirt. My mother’s sobs echo the entire time.

What’s uncanny is that it looks like no one or nothing else is missing. Scooter, her beloved dog, hangs around, not knowing what to do with himself. 

We handle her clothing and jewelry with respect, baffled at how we found them. Where did she go? And why did she leave her stuff behind? No answers are given. Everyone’s confused. What happened to her, and where did her body go? 

While my parents, uncle, and aunt head into the house, I stay in the garden, picking up her spilled bucket of weeds and adding a few more to it. I linger, looking around for more clues to her disappearance.

Let me back up: Six months ago, my parents and I moved from ultra-crazy Washington, DC, to live on my dad’s great-grandparents’ ranch twelve miles outside of Bonners Ferry, Idaho. The town in Boundary County is about thirty miles from the Canadian border and has almost three thousand residents. At least there’s a small airport, a weekly newspaper, and a Safeway; we have to drive to Sandpoint to really shop, as that larger city has ten-k residents. Yeah, we aren’t talking about city living here.

We moved in with my grandma into the main house on the property surrounded by zillions of mountains and trees. The vast land has a spring-fed water system, private septic, ponds, and a year-round creek that flows into the Kootenay River near our property. Uncle Ben, Aunt Aya, and their eleven-year-old son, Ethan, live in a smaller log cabin about five minutes away, closer to the cattle. Yes, for more than a century, it’s been a bovine ranch—well, currently it’s down to only twenty-four of them—mainly due to Pop being gone; Uncle Ben would rather be a farmer than a rancher. 

Supposedly, all ranches are farms, but not all farms are ranches. Mom and I consider that since our property no longer focuses on raising, herding, and selling livestock, it’s a farm, because it produces a variety of goods, including crops, animals, and services. This has become a debate often at the dinner table. We’ve won over Aunt Aya; Uncle Ben is on the fence, and Dad is adamant it’s still a ranch.

Also, I always thought cows were cows, but Dad repeatedly explained before we arrived not to call all of them “cows.” “Bovine” and “cattle” mean both sexes; cows are girls and steers are boys. While I’ve got down what our Angus and Herefords look like, I’m still learning the difference between bulls and steers and cows and heifers.

Moving here wasn’t my parents’ choice, but it was the best choice, Dad keeps telling me. We had to move, and it was my fault. 

At least my father got me a decent satellite dish and fast internet after what I did. I’ve no clue what I’d do without being online; I’d be delusional. Incredibly, Dad let me take over this insulated outbuilding for my computers and equipment, maybe hoping to make the move easier or get me out of the adults’ hair. Even though it’s in view of the main house, I like the privacy of being alone with my electronics. It’s old and musty; at one point, it must’ve been where my grandparents’ or their parents’ foremen had their office. Good thing it’s been updated.

I don’t think I could live twenty-four seven with Grammy and my parents at the big house, so I’m more than happy Dad gave me this place as punishment. It’s a perfect escape.

We’re not bougie; I think we do well compared to most families I know. We always have what we need and get what we want. Dad has me figured out more than Mom. With her doing online charter school teaching, she relies on me for all the electronic devices wherever we live, including at this mega-farm. That’s a bonus for me; it gives me the responsibility I enjoy doing. She’s the one who homeschooled me.

Yeah, it’s a tough call to be taught by your mother. Yet, I understood the assignment—more than both my parents expected, because I got my GED at age fifteen—and I’m currently in my third year of online college, studying, of course, IT and anything it involves. It’s been my obsession for years.

Dad has been with the FBI for over twenty years, working his way up to being a special agent, but nowadays he’s a part-time staffing supervisor. It wasn’t the ongoing budget cuts that demoted him; it was me.

My bad was when I tapped into the FBI’s online secured server. It was cool on my end; I mean, the coding was easy to slip around and access. I shouldn’t have put Alyssa Brenda Cliffton’s name in their system. I simply wanted to find the dirt on this girl I’m friends with in one of my IT classes. But I hacked, and that was that. My dad’s boss called him on it since I’d used my father’s access code by hacking into his computer—cringe on my part—to get into the system. Dad tried to explain to his boss and everyone else in the FBI how intelligent I am, and that they should be researching how, not why, a seventeen-year-old easily accessed classified info. Dad was so frustrated with all the governmental cuts that he got mad and quit, right on the spot. Walked out. Said their system is broken. 

In less than a month, the FBI did some backpedaling and offered Dad a remote part-time position once it was all straightened out, with him being strongly reprimanded and me grounded for a month with no internet. That was torture. 

Since my grandpa Pop passed away two years ago from a massive stroke—my uncle found him dead among his beloved bovines—Uncle Ben sold off the majority of the ranch’s high-quality beef because he and Grammy couldn’t handle hundreds of livestock without help. Now, two dozen remain, with one ready to calf. When Dad’s job changed, he decided the best option would be to move back to where he was raised, help Ben take care of Grammy and the ranch, and work from home, like a million miles away in backward, boring Idaho. And now we’re here.

Back to reality. 

With Grammy’s basket now full of weeds, I head to the main house and find Dad on the porch calming Mom down to the point that she’s not hyperventilating. Placing the bucket on one of the steps, I ask Aunt Aya when the bus arrives with Ethan, their pre-teen son who lives in his wheelchair. The bus normally drops him off before five o’clock, and it’s now after that. 

When Ethan was three years old, he fell into Ben and Aya’s Las Vegas swimming pool and was underwater for almost four minutes, which caused severe brain damage. He can barely speak and has physical limitations, so he has been wheelchair-bound most of his life. But he’s got a great sense of humor, and anyone can see the sparkle in his eyes when you tell him a joke or do something silly in front of him. He goes to a small, special-education school in Bonners Ferry two days a week, giving his parents a little respite.

When Aunt Aya calls the school, they tell her there’s a problem. Kids are missing. Yes, that means Ethan is included. The same scenario as Grammy is reported, but his clothes were found on his wheelchair. I can’t tell you how badly that goes over; the crying of my mom and aunt is unbearable. Now two people I know are up and gone. 

To be honest, I don’t do well with stress. I shut down and hide my feelings; I’m vanilla and not emotional. I’m more than content when Dad asks me to send up one of my drone cameras to check if any animals are missing. 

It’s decided that Aya and Mom will drive to Ethan’s school while Dad and Ben remain glued to the news on television to try to find out what happened. Gladly, I leave the increasing chaos as I flee to the solace of my one-room refuge.

The drone remotely checks one of the pastures, where most of the herd is lazing around in the grass; it finds the rest by its run-in and feeding trough. I whiz the device past the horse barn, check the sheep and pig, and zoom in on the chicken coop. I also view on my laptop our five trail cameras and report via walkie-talkie to both Dad and Ben that there are no losses.

*** 
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When I’m done with my work, I can’t help but don my headset and surround myself with someone else’s detached-from-me troubles: 

After ValleyGirl, aka Sarah Colton, notices two girls on swings disappear, she races to the site of the plane crash and helps rescue the only survivor, James. 

Being in someone’s head is a gas, yet frightening at the same time—especially in Sarah’s mind, as I find she has plenty of controlling issues. She has main-character energy, but she’s one of those people who thinks she knows it all and manipulates others to get her way. Personally, I don’t care for her, but I like the viewing and find the experience addicting.

I can’t think about Grammy disappearing or Ethan missing. I can’t understand what’s happening within my own family. I can only focus on the AI-enhanced world of some self-absorbed woman over a thousand miles away in the burbs of Los Angeles. I’m more comfortable watching her troubles pan out than my own. 

When survivor James starts mentioning his friend dematerializing like in Star Trek, I take off the goggles and open the Numen site on one of my monitors and a news site on the other. Unfortunately, I witness the onslaught of videos and photos showing that not only a few people are gone, but also every single kid—like in elementary school and younger. Babies included. 

What has happened is different, way different. The whole “missing” subject quickly becomes overwhelming. I know I’ll be thinking about it and its effects forever.

***
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After time seems to whirl by, the walkie-talkie on my desk that I’m always supposed to be carrying lights up. We use these small, easy-to-carry units because they’re offline and need no internet or Bluetooth link; they’re simple communication tools that use rechargeable batteries. Yes, they’re old-fashioned, but they’re top of the line, as they flash a bright light and vibrate when live, catching my attention whenever I’m submerged in wearing my VR headset or looking at two screens and a laptop at the same time.

“Hack? Can you come over to the house, please?” A hollow vibe is in my father’s voice.

“I hear ya.”

“I know you’re probably not up to it, but Ben, Aya, your mom, and I have things to discuss and want to include you.” His words are softly spoken.

“Coming.” I shut down my electronics, wishing I could find out what happened to Sarah instead of dealing with the real world.

Minutes later, Aunt Aya and her puffy, tear-stained face welcome me into my grandparents’ great room, directing me to my usual chair at the long wood dining table that overwhelms the room. She places a cup of hot coffee with my usual splash of whole milk in front of me and routinely pats my head. Mom’s looking like she has one of her bad headaches; she’s already seated next to me as Dad and my uncle sit down.

As Aya, who is known to provide comfort food as emotional support, serves us berry cobbler, Ben speaks first. “We have news to share, Hack. Ethan and every student at his school have disappeared. They’re gone, as are a couple of the teachers.” Aya and Mom start weeping again as he cautiously continues. “Not great news. I don’t know how much you know about what happened hours ago or if you’ve been tracking it online, but we don’t want to alarm you. Many people have gone or are missing. Not just Grammy and Ethan. We don’t know the exact number, but from what I understand, it appears all babies and children are gone.”

He pauses, maybe gauging my reaction, but I only nod in the affirmative as I jam another forkful of cobbler into my mouth to avoid having to make any verbal response. 

“Either way, Grammy’s gone. Our Ethan, bless his soul, is too. Yet, we’re still here—here to pick up the pieces. And that we will.”

Now, I’ll add something about Uncle Ben and Aunt Aya. They moved back to the family homestead around 2015 when they got infatuated with survivalist James Wesley Rawles, who started the American Redoubt, a political migration movement designating Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, and eastern parts of Oregon and Washington as safe havens. Although the group targeted conservative Christians, Rawles chose areas based on their low population density and lack of natural hazards when other parts of the country had growing issues. My grandparents, who had already been established on our land for decades, didn’t think the movement was that great, but they were more than grateful when my uncle and aunt moved back to the ranch with Ethan. While Ben and Aya aren’t religious like Pop and Grammy were, they’re preppers and survivalists, always anticipating the ultimate disaster that may happen. 

When Ben and his family lived in Las Vegas, he was a commercial real estate agent who made a fortune selling properties that became mega-hotels and mansions. A few years after Ethan’s accident, the three escaped to Idaho to get out of the city. Granted, Ben’s focus hasn’t always been on cattle, but he knows what he’s doing when it comes to survival. 

I’ll state it again: This is a farm. Besides having a menagerie of animals that includes twenty bulls, four cows, five horses, seven sheep, a pig, and eighteen chickens—not counting old Scooter the dog, as he was here before they moved in—there’s Grammy’s vegetable and herb garden, plus the small orchard of apple, apricot, peach, and cherry trees, along with the beds of huckleberries, raspberries, and strawberries. We’ve got about everything we need to live. Ben’s main goal is to make us self-sustainable. We could live here alone, rarely missing anything. Well, I’d have to have my internet wherever I go.

I’m not saying prepping is bad, as Ben has creatively added protective shelters for us and these critters in our mountain caves. The dude had four empty shipping containers delivered and used the backhoe to bury them in the side of one of our eastern hills. And yes, they’re completely self-contained, meaning there are living, sleeping, and cooking areas and a full bath, plus air and water filtration and storage. All packed inside, tucked safely away from the outside world. Oh, tell me that isn’t irregular! But in this case, they may be a godsend if we ever have nuclear fallout.

Back to the conversation. 

Dad says, “Due to the current status of our country, we need to make some changes on the ranch to keep it more secure and less visible. Sure, we have the electronic fencing to keep the cattle in the pastures. And yes, we’ve set up precautions with trail cameras at spots we feel trespassers or poachers could access. But we’d like your assistance in expanding the security perimeters we’ve already implemented.” 

Ben interjects, “I want us to get farther off the grid, but somehow, if that’s possible, keep in touch with the outside. Is that viable?”

“Yeah, I’m the ranch’s CEO of IT,” I state, emphasizing the word “ranch” strictly for Dad’s sake. “We should increase our motion sensors and cameras with the extra gear stored above the garage. Maybe there’s a way I could tap into satellites, too,” I proudly add.

“I’ve been in contact with some of my friends in the FBI since the disappearances happened,” Dad says. “They know little and aren’t about to explain what occurred or make guesses. However, I think the government will continue to increase tabs on everyone, including us. But on the flip side, we’re little fish in a big pond to them, so I doubt we matter. I’m sure someone’s able to track us or our movements here in our remote area. We’ve never seen those drones fly across our land like they do over the larger cities, most likely monitoring movement through infrared systems.”

“Well, from what I know of AI,” I add, “someone can always track us, somehow. Look at Elon Musk’s Starlink. As of 2024, they have put over seven thousand satellites in orbit and are aiming to deploy up to forty-two thousand of them to offer complete global internet coverage. That’s a big increase.”

All four adults stare at me as if they’re contemplating the large number. Yes, that’s a giant increase in space cameras to spy on us.

“As far as hacking,” I say, “I can try to access a satellite and disable our government’s tracking of our particular location—like duplicate mask it so they think it’s a live feed. Yeah, let me work on that.” I’m amped thinking about it, and I appreciate that my own family wants and needs my help, especially because it doesn’t have anything to do with animals.

Dad agrees. “Alright, that’ll be your new project, but based on what I know from working at the FBI, their spy satellites cannot be hacked. Starlink’s might, but I’m like Ben, I wish we didn’t exist on any satellite grid. Do what you can. Also, we can’t do much about Grammy and Ethan missing now. We know they’re gone. We can only hope they return, somehow. The ramifications of their disappearance will need to be dealt with as time goes by. While the women clean up the dessert dishes, your uncle and I are going to check the perimeter of the ranch and make sure all the electronic fencing is intact. Ben, let’s wear our flashlight helmets, and Hack, please keep an eye out and keep your walkie-talkie close in case we need to contact you.”

With the euphoric feeling that I’m approvingly allowed to hack into a GOAT company, I get up from the table, put my dirty plate and fork in the sink, offer light kisses to the grieving women, and walk with determination back to my private domain.

***
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When I check Sarah online again, she’s popping off about finding out that Denny, her husband, is one of the missing.

She’s in their condo’s upstairs office and finds his clothes, watch, socks, shoes, boxers, and even his wedding ring. I’ve never heard a woman melt down and cuss as she does, especially when she learns he was listening to some religious guy talking about and reading the Bible. It was right after she read an email from her preachy Aunt Amy. 

I would give a big “yikes” over that, too. I’ve heard a lot about the Bible, thanks to Grammy bringing it up in pretty much every conversation we’ve had since we arrived six months ago. I don’t believe it, though. I mean, how could this God have His Son come to earth to die on a cross for our sins and save us? And then Jesus resurrects and is in Heaven right now? I know a few Bible stories, but can’t comprehend believing them. And let’s say this Rapture thing occurred. It’s not fair to take only certain people to Heaven, leaving plenty of good people behind. What about the rest of my family and me? Are we supposed to deal with this upcoming Tribulation, or whatever Grammy called it?

Wearing the headset for hours, my head and neck get heavy, so I put Sarah Colton’s feed on one of my computer screens again to monitor anything out of the ordinary. I set up my dad’s old video camera, load it with a blank VHS tape, and point it at her screen. I had read on Numen’s website that the participants’ feeds are live but cannot be rewound or saved. Well, if I use the old camera and record it from my monitor, duh, it can be copied, and they’ve got no way of knowing it. That way, I can rewind the video later if I want to review any of Sarah’s actions. Sometimes, companies don’t realize how easy it is to get around things.

Taking a minor break from Numen and their participant, I return to researching satellite tracking on a second computer and have live news displayed on my flat-screen television. On my laptop, I keep an eye on whenever Dad and Ben pass by our trail cameras. Yeah, I can multitask, especially when it comes to IT.

When Sarah and her friend Zoey start drinking wine and girl-talking after midnight, I concentrate on a security patch Microsoft leaked a few months ago that contains a hidden access route. I doubt it will do the trick, but I try applying it to Starlink’s system. It doesn’t work. 

While reviewing the program coding in detail, I watch Sarah.

She’s taken her husband’s meds and drunk plenty of wine. Totally wasted, she tries to go upstairs to bed, but she tumbles down and crash lands at the bottom of the condo’s stairs. What’s weird is that I watch her still thinking and reflecting on her life, even mentioning going to Hell—that’s until the screen goes pitch black. 

I hope she’s okay and not seriously injured.

***
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It’s around 2 a.m., I still haven’t found a way into Starlink, and there’s still a blank screen on Sarah’s online portal. I predict she’s hurt or even dead. 

Watching the national or world news is, to say the least, depressing. What astounds me is the children. There are none left, including unborn babies. None. That’s incredibly tragic. Talking heads are already guessing why, with theories of aliens beaming them up in spacecraft, viruses disseminating bodies, or instantaneous chemical radiation. Yeah, I bet everyone around the globe is as surprised as I was when they found out someone they love went missing today. Everyone. It’s crazy. 

Having never been a great sleeper, because that’s when I obsess about computer processing and coding, I try lying on my bed to concentrate without wearing my goggles.

I must’ve dozed off. The walkie-talkie squawks at 6:30 a.m. 

“Where are you, Jack?” Dad barks. He only calls me by my real name when he’s miffed at me.

I look at the clock; it’s over half an hour past the time to feed the animals. 

“Did you oversleep again, Son? You know how I feel about that.” He starts his ragging. “This ranch can’t run properly without routine attention.”

Keep in mind, I’ve no interest whatsoever in these stupid bovines or other stinky farm animals, but I’m the only able person under twenty years old on this land, so my physical being is always required—although I’m far from buff or athletic. No, I’d never consider being a rancher, cowboy, or farmer as a career.

Grumbling that I’ll be right there, I roll out of bed, pull on my Washington Commanders sweatshirt—thanks, Dad, for the one time you took me to a pro football game—and jeans, and quickly turn on Dad’s video camera that’s pointed at Sarah’s still-blank screen, hoping an update will be forthcoming. I head to our feed barn to load up the ATV with sacks of grain to pour into the troughs. 

During breakfast after doing chores—yes, we do it in that order here and only eat two meals a day, but I always snack in the evening—I report my late-night discoveries to the adults. “I think I’ve found a potential link to not only improve our cameras’ visual quality, but also to tap into global satellite feeds,” I say. I won’t mention Numen; my parents would say I’m wasting time watching people’s lives.

“That’s promising,” Ben replies as he eats his avocado toast. 

Dad adds, “Just don’t use my FBI account, and cover your tracks. I don’t want us traced at all.”

I stress the need for my complete focus on the project, not wanting to see or hear the ongoing distress about Grammy being gone or Aunt Aya sobbing about Ethan. Now, I’m not callous—yes, I miss them both—but I don’t like this any more than anyone else on the planet does. I don’t understand why people are gone; I’m only seventeen, and I’m trying to survive like everyone else. But escaping into my world of IT, I can be left to my vices to accomplish my goals and not deal with raw emotions. 

I let both parents know that my school’s temporarily shut down, so there’re no classes until further notice. 

Ever the educator, Mom pipes up. “Well, Jack.” Yeah, she never says “Hack,” as she thinks it’s sophomoric; it constantly reminds us how I was the cause of making our family move out West, and I don’t think she’s super wowed about living here. She continues, “In the meantime, maybe you can jump ahead of the game and do advanced study in some of the harder subjects.”

“That would be sus,” I haphazardly say. I find my Computer Architecture and Data Structures and Algorithms classes intense.

“Wait. What does ‘sus’ mean? Sometimes you say words that make no sense,” she starts riding my back.

I retort, “It means ‘suspicious,’ as in ‘I can’t just jump ahead in class.’ That would be suspicious; it’d look like I hacked into their grading system.” I roll my eyes for emphasis; I don’t like where this conversation’s headed.

“Garbage in, garbage out,” she mumbles.

“Right. Whatever I put in, good or bad, will come out that way. Body, mind, and soul. Your dad’s favorite saying is drilled into me, Mom.”

“Correct. If you eat too much sugar or salt, take drugs, or drink too much alcohol, it will affect your entire body. If you read, see, or hear garbage, which I’m sure you do, being on that computer all day and night, your mind will become trash. And then there’s your soul. I’m not sure about that one, but I guess if you believe or get involved in bad things, like evil stuff, it’ll consume you. That would include involvement in a religious cult or witchcraft, which I hope you’re not into.” At least she ends her comment sarcastically.

I don’t bother replying. I know she’s right—my grandpa’s saying is practically engraved on my brain, since she’s declared it so often. And everyone my age knows the meaning of the word “sus.” 

She continues, “You’re a college student talking like a middle- or high-schooler using those garbage words. If you want to act like a mature seventeen-year-old, I suggest you drop the Gen Alpha lingo and grow up.”

“Mom, I’m not Gen Alpha. That’s Ethan’s age.” Once the words left my mouth, I knew I had touched a sensitive nerve. 

Aunt Aya doesn’t say a peep and immediately gets up from the table and walks into the kitchen to start washing the dishes, with Mom trailing behind her. I can tell they’re both crying again when they keep sniffing and wiping their faces with the backs of their hands.

Wordlessly, Ben stands up, walks over to the coat rack to grab his hat, and exits the room. The silence is unbearable. Dad gives me a slight nod as if to dismiss me, while he picks up Bonners Ferry’s newspaper and takes a long sip of his coffee. I blew it; I know, so I quietly leave the room without bothering to clear my dishes.

Later, when I’m in the horse barn mucking a stall, Dad avoids conversing with me, speaking only when necessary.

While helping with the never-ending routine of ranching and/or farming for several hours, I mull over the theory about the Microsoft security patch and satellites. As Dad and Ben move the small herd to another pasture to graze, I break up my chores by checking my phone before I clean out the rest of the horse stalls. 

An email comes across my phone from Numen stating there are technical difficulties with ValleyGirl, Sarah’s portal. The company gives me the option of switching to another implanted participant during the interim, so amid my smelly, dirt-laden drudgery, I browse the options, selecting WaynesWorld as my next viewing participant. From what I can tell, he’s a male in his thirties who works for OWL, the One World League, based in Italy. I’ll have to wait until later to tap into his account to see if I like him, but I hope Sarah shows up again on the program.

And Numen. I still want to hack into their system. Maybe I could monitor what they do, and see how they do it—the behind-the-scenes that’s unknown to the public. 

When I finally finish my work and grab a sandwich Mom left for me, I return to my room and spend at least an hour fiddling with the Microsoft security patch, even changing some of the address coding, like one- or two-character strokes. Knowing it’s too simple a fix, I repeatedly link into one of the Starlink-programmed patterns, but none of them work. I’m missing something, but I can’t figure out what it is.

Frustrated thinking about Musk’s complicated programs, I try this same flawed Microsoft security patch on Numen to get into their system. Without explaining all the technical jargon, I piggy-back onto a random account and enter through a complex security program using the system’s own AI portal. I set up an internal dummy account, which I doubt will allow Numen to shadow me, making it think it has designed its own security account. 

***
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Tada! I’m in the system! I’m stoked.

And just like that, Sarah’s screen goes live again!

But it isn’t at all what I expect.

Sarah’s in the hospital. Asleep in a hospital bed. 

What’s weird is that when I check Numen under my account on the second computer, the screen is still blacked out. Yeah, what’s the deal with that? Well, at least on Numen’s internal screen, I can see she’s there. Yes, there, but unconscious.

***
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During the day, I set up four of my standard drones on my laptop that should be undetected on satellite by using a ghosting server, which is like a disposable tracking device. Think of it like a burner phone that can’t be tracked, but in this case, the root tracking can’t be searched. 

After dinner, I open my laptop while we watch the ongoing depressing news on television, and I show Dad and Ben the four camera drones online. 

“That’s cool, Hack,” Ben tells me. “Can you program the drones to follow specific patterns of coverage of the ranch instead of having to manually maneuver them?”

“Yes, that’s the idea,” I say. “Tell me what you want each one to cover.” 

“How about one drone covering the homestead, meaning Grammy’s and my house, your place with the garage, and the two barns? Another drone can watch the front gate access and road to our place, but can it cover something that’s a mile away from us?”

“Yes, they can cover several miles if programmed properly.”

Ben smiles and looks at me with enthusiasm. “The third one should involve the pastures and outdoor pens as well as their outlying areas.”

Dad finally speaks up. “I think the last one should roam the electronic perimeter of the 260 acres, if that’s possible.”

“It should be, but it’ll take the drone almost an hour at a medium speed for it to cover the distance,” I explain. 

Ben confers with Dad, and they agree to have me order two more drones to cover the ponds and streams on the western side of the property and a third one to focus on the eastern mountain areas, especially where the shipping containers are hidden. It’s hard to cover that much land.

Dad praises me for quickly setting up the drones, but he also makes sure they won’t be tracked back to him and the FBI. I reassure him that no one can tap into a drone if it has at least a two-step verification system, which ours does. Both he and Ben feel more comfortable having better coverage of the land. While the stationary trail cameras have always kept an eye on wild animals and fowl or potential trespassers, there’s a sense of security when most of our property can be viewed instantly and live at any given moment.

***
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But more of my downtime involves monitoring Numen. Since I can access more than ValleyGirl directly, I view OWL’s WaynesWorld in the public portal. 

This Wayne guy thinks he’s important as he struts about his Italian flat, but he grates on my nerves. I only keep him on my regular screen, not on the hacked Numen one, since I’m sure my watching as a regular viewer is being monitored. 

With Wayne, everything he does—from getting out of bed and putting on his clothes to being a peon at the office in Rome and watching television at night—gets monotonous. When he views porn, he must not care what viewers think of him. I guess he’ll attract more viewers to raise his rating. 

On a positive note, I usually watch him at night, because he’s eight hours ahead of me. 

His work becomes interesting days after the disappearances, since he’s in charge of forwarding emails to OWL members. I read a few that include unusual phrases like “now is our time” and “it will happen soon, be ready,” but the screen routinely gets blocked out or instantly crashes. 

I’ve no clue what they’re talking about, but I don’t bother looking at him when I’m inside the Numen portal watching Sarah, which still is a black screen on the public portal.

It’s Sarah who is the only one who catches my attention. 

While she’s in the hospital, which is barely functional thanks to the mayhem happening worldwide, she learns she miscarried and has to have surgery on her broken hand and foot. It’s then that a doctor notices her Numen implant, but assumes it’s for hearing or something and dismisses it. 

While all other viewers watch Numen’s participants’ actions/thoughts, I’m able to see how the AI company interacts with the one who’s becoming their prized participant. 

What’s not the norm is that after Sarah’s surgery, they introduce themselves to her as Dios or D...well, they’re in her mind, so it isn’t audible to anyone nearby, but I hear the entire conversation. 

She freaks out over their intrusion, but she must’ve found some acceptance, as they help calm her fears and give her encouragement. So far, she’s the only participant they’ve contacted directly.

***
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By the fourth day after the missings occurred, the media goes full tilt trying to figure out what’s happened. Our president speaks, telling us he’s planning on going to Europe for a meeting to address the situation. As usual, the discussion is hot when my family meets for a meal, since mentioning Grammy or Ethan appears to be taboo.

“Some think it’s UFOs that took specific people,” Ben comments one evening. “Aya and Karen, what’s your take? Sure would have to be a lot of spacecraft in the sky, and I didn’t see any here.”

Aya speaks up. “This could be what Grammy predicted would happen someday. You know she thought the Rapture, or Jesus coming to take His believers to Heaven, would appear in the twinkling of an eye. You do remember that she quoted Bible verses to us for years. And maybe she was right; I don’t know.”

When no one responds, Mom gets up from the table to retrieve the forgotten salad dressing from the refrigerator. She sighs and grabs the kitchen counter as if it helps her maintain her balance. To me, it looks like her chronic headaches are worsening. “I don’t know,” she says slowly. “Why did so many elderly people, disabled, and all the children disappear? That makes no sense to me if a spaceship selected them and not those at prime ages.”

“It’s tragic,” Aya adds. “I heard at the food store, which was getting low on milk, eggs, and cheese, that a couple of checkers, baggers, and stockers are missing, causing the lines to get longer.”

Dad redirects the conversation. “Others think it’s a virus, which is a theory I think the government may be focusing on the most.”

I speak up. “One guy I read about online stated it was caused by an EMP. Do you think that’s a possibility?”

Ben answers, “I think the disappearances had to be a chemical or biological reaction, not due to a flying saucer or device. I’m skeptical about the EMP theory, as only some, not all, electronics around the world were affected. If an intercontinental ballistic missile is detonated in the stratosphere, it can generate electronic magnetic pulses that can damage electronic devices over large areas. Brent, can you think how that’d make only certain people on the ground disappear?” 

“No clue,” Dad answers, “but I agree with Aya and Karen on questioning why a specific person is gone. It may be the key: Why some and not others? What in the world caused it to leave behind those mainly late teens to folks in their sixties and seventies? And why did more disappear in America than in other places in the world?” He mentions that the government is working with other countries and is planning to meet at NATO in Brussels in a couple of weeks—hopefully, to provide some definite answers by then. 

It’s Mom and Aunt Aya who insist again that it was that event, the Rapture, that Grammy spoke of so often. Since the disappearances, I often find the two women hovering over Grammy’s Bible when I go into the house for a meal.

During the week, we’re glued to the big screen at the main house. We gather around the table for our main meal around four in the afternoon and fill ourselves with the news of the day after eating; I hang around for about an hour to watch with them. The missings affect every country, state, city, household, and person. Everyone knows someone who’s gone; all the kids have disappeared, so how could they not be affected?
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