
		
			[image: Cover for Chester Keene Cracks the Code]
		

	
		
		
			ALSO BY KEKLA MAGOON

			Camo Girl

			Rebellion of Thieves

			Reign of Outlaws

			The Rock and the River

			The Season of Styx Malone

			Shadows of Sherwood

			Infinity Riders (Voyagers, Book 4)

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Chester Keene Cracks the Code, Author, Kekla Magoon, Imprint, Wendy Lamb Books]
			

		

	
		
		
			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			Text copyright © 2022 by Kekla Magoon

			Cover art copyright © 2022 by Charlot Kristensen

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Wendy Lamb Books, an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			Wendy Lamb Books and the colophon are trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Visit us on the Web! rhcbooks.com

			Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at RHTeachersLibrarians.com

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Magoon, Kekla, author.

			Title: Chester Keene cracks the code / Kekla Magoon.

			Description: First edition. | New York: Wendy Lamb Books, [2022] |

			Audience: Ages 8–12. | Audience: Grades 4–6. | Summary: Eleven-year-old Chester and his classmate Skye, tasked with a complex puzzle-solving mission, discover the key to their spy assignment is to stop a heist, but cracking the code could mean finding out things are not always what they seem.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2021030986 (print) | LCCN 2021030987 (ebook) | ISBN 978-1-5247-1599-1 (hardcover) | ISBN 978-1-5247-1600-4 (library binding) | ISBN 978-1-5247-1601-1 (ebook)

			Subjects: CYAC: Treasure hunt (Game)—Fiction. | Schools—Fiction. | Single-parent families—Fiction.

			Classification: LCC PZ7.M2739 Ch 2022 (print) | LCC PZ7.M2739 (ebook) | DDC [Fic]—dc23

			Ebook ISBN 9781524716011

			Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

			Penguin Random House LLC supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to publish books for every reader.

			ep_prh_6.0_151269553_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Also by Kekla Magoon

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

			

			
				Chapter 1: Routine

			

			
				Chapter 2: Observation, Conclusion

			

			
				Chapter 3: Under the Radar, a Stone in the River

			

			
				Chapter 4: The Friday Night Reign of Glory

			

			
				Chapter 5: In the Arena

			

			
				Chapter 6: Down to Earth

			

			
				Chapter 7: Frozen Peas and Fried Chicken

			

			
				Chapter 8: Saturday with Christopher

			

			
				Chapter 9: The Mystery Envelope

			

			
				Chapter 10: Lasagna with a Side of the Unexpected

			

			
				Chapter 11: Undefeated

			

			
				Chapter 12: Bluebell and Bubble Gum

			

			
				Chapter 13: Teamwork, What a Concept

			

			
				Chapter 14: Beating the Bling King

			

			
				Chapter 15: The Flash

			

			
				Chapter 16: Planet Earth

			

			
				Chapter 17: Number Two

			

			
				Chapter 18: The Key to the Hive

			

			
				Chapter 19: The Clock Woman

			

			
				Chapter 20: Caramel Surprise

			

			
				Chapter 21: Inbox: Zero

			

			
				Chapter 22: Fight!

			

			
				Chapter 23: Eavesdrop

			

			
				Chapter 24: Smoke Break

			

			
				Chapter 25: Reconnaissance

			

			
				Chapter 26: Anticipation

			

			
				Chapter 27: The Phone Call

			

			
				Chapter 28: The Heist

			

			
				Chapter 29: Spycraft, in Practice

			

			
				Chapter 30: Reckoning

			

			
				Chapter 31: Puzzle Pieces

			

			
				Chapter 32: The Truth

			

			
				Chapter 33: Confession

			

			
				Chapter 34: Inbox: 1

			

			
				Chapter 35: Salisbury Face

			

			
				Chapter 36: Voice Mail

			

			
				Chapter 37: Working the Clues

			

			
				Chapter 38: The Roadhouse

			

			
				Chapter 39: Unit 99

			

			
				Chapter 40: Alexander Street Bridge

			

			
				Chapter 41: Escape to DC

			

			
				Chapter 42: Mom

			

			
				Chapter 43: The Truth, Redux

			

			
				Chapter 44: Betrayed

			

			
				Chapter 45: Thirty Days

			

			
				Chapter 46: Not So Easy

			

			
				Chapter 47: Family Counseling

			

			
				Chapter 48: The After

			

			
				Chapter 49: Day Thirty

			

			
				Chapter 50: Many Other Stages

			

			
				Chapter 51: Secret Preparations

			

			
				Chapter 52: The Perfect Finger Dressing

			

			
				Chapter 53: The Callback

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
		
			For Sammy

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: 1 Routine]

			

			Everyone probably assumes my life is very boring. Strictly speaking, they’re not wrong. It’s really just that I like things to be done a certain way.

			I get up in the morning at 6:35, five minutes after my alarm goes off at 6:30. I have to take five minutes to just lie there and look at the ceiling. I’m not sure why.

			A lot of thoughts fill my mind in that morning quiet, and the first thing I want to do is find a way to not think them. When my snooze alarm goes off, it plays music, which helps. My brain sings along to The Best of Motown and that’s always a good way to get things going.

			“Things” being: my morning routine.

			First, the shower. I wash my hair in there every other day. Brush teeth, for bad-breath control. Put on clothes, usually jeans. I own one pair of corduroys, but I only wear them maybe every other week. Just to mix it up. On top, it’s either T-shirts, or polos with various stripes across the chest. The T-shirts feel better, but the polos do look quite a bit nicer. It all depends on whether it’s a day to be comfortable or a little more stylish. On the rare occasions when I do polo and corduroys…look out world, here comes Chester Keene.

			By 6:55, I’m ready to roll. I scoot into the living room, plop my backpack by the door, with five minutes to spare, which is exactly how long it takes to log in on Mom’s computer and check my email. Fingers crossed.

			Today, the only new email is something from school about Yearbook Club. Nothing from Dad.

			Refresh.

			Still nothing. It has been over two weeks since he last wrote me back.

			New message.

			
				Dad? Is everything OK?

			

			My fingers hang over the keys. There isn’t much else to say.

			
				Please write me back.

			

			Wait. Am I being overanxious? Needy? Impatient?

			Delete.

			He’ll get back to me when he can. I’m sure of it. Two weeks really isn’t that long, considering we haven’t seen each other in eight and a half years. Knowing what I know now, though, I can’t help but worry. What if he’s in danger, or—

			Mom’s bedroom door opens. Her slippers shuffle against the carpet.

			Stealth mode: activate!

			By the time she emerges from the hallway, wrapped in her fuzzy green bathrobe, the computer is dark and quiet and I’m at the kitchen counter pouring a bowl of cereal.

			“Hi, Mom!” My big morning smile is ready to go.

			“Mmm-hmm.” Mom kisses my forehead. The coffeepot is timed to start sizzling right about now, and it does. I milk up my Honey Nut Cheerios as Mom watches the coffee drip, drip, drip.

			Observation: Mom has on a fresh coat of nail polish, already dry and shining. She must have done it last night. She’s chosen the giant Niagara Falls mug, which means she’s extra tired this morning.

			We sit across from each other in silence, Mom sniffing coffee steam and me crunching away. Mom has this look on her face, the one that means she’s thinking hard about something.

			“How’s my Chester this morning?” she says, once the caffeine starts to kick in.

			“I’m fine, Mom.” There are other things I could say, but I won’t. The thing about Mom is that she worries a lot. Once on the phone to her friend Amanda, when she thought I was asleep, Mom said that raising me alone is really stressful. So I try hard not to give her any more problems. I can handle things myself, and when I need advice, I can always ask Dad. He might be slow at email, but he’s really smart.

			“That’s good,” Mom answers. “And if you’re ever not fine, you keep me posted, okay?”

			“Of course.” But my smile isn’t quite enough reassurance, I can tell. She really does worry A LOT.

			At 7:16, it’s time to move.

			The last of the Honey Nut Cheerios milk goes down like sweet nectar. Yum. I pop my bowl into the dishwasher and head to the door.

			Sneakers, jacket, backpack on. I whisper my checklist while Mom stands in the kitchen doorway, lightly fanning her second cup of coffee with gentle breaths.

			“Homework, check. Gym clothes, check. Lunch card, check.”

			“Got everything?” Mom says, which is part of the routine.

			Spy gear, check.

			“Yep.” The silent addition is not for Mom’s ears. It’s our secret, Dad’s and mine.
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			The walk to the bus stop takes two minutes. One minute to walk along the balcony and down the stairs from our second-floor apartment, through the parking lot and out the driveway, and a whole other minute to go all the way down the sidewalk to the second driveway entrance to our apartment complex.

			It’s weird. I’m the only kid that gets picked up at this location, but the stop is still all the way on the other side. Mom says they simply haven’t updated the routes in a few years. There’s a kid on the other side that used to ride this bus, but he’s in high school now.

			I have a plan, though. Every day I stand a few yards closer to my side of the complex. I figure the bus driver isn’t looking for the driveway itself, he’s looking for the kid that needs to get picked up. So I’m thinking I can train him over time to just pick me up at my own driveway. So far, so good.

			When the process is done, I’ll be able to leave the house one minute later. I don’t know yet what I’ll do with the extra time. Linger over the Cheerios? Lie in bed for six minutes? Maybe I could start wearing a belt or some sort of accessory. That might use up some time.

			Observation: Mrs. O’Leary’s car is not in its spot. She goes to yoga class on Thursday, but it’s Friday. Interesting. There is a city work crew opening a manhole on the next block. Sewer work? Mr. Carson didn’t clean up after his dog this morning, and he’s usually very diligent. His sciatica must be acting up.

			The bus ride itself is a jouncy, bouncy, jaw-rattling experience. My row is the fourth up from the back, so we get extra height flying over all the potholes. I slouch down low and prop my knees up on the seat back in front of me. No one ever sits with me, so I put my backpack next to me and hook my arm through the straps so it doesn’t bounce off the seat. I prefer the corners of my textbooks not get dented.

			Observation: Marla’s braces bands are a new color. She’s been to the orthodontist. Kevin is wearing the same pants with that ketchup stain on the knee that he’s been wearing for three days. Maybe their washing machine is broken. The gas station on the corner finally fixed the typo in their lettered sign. For two weeks it has read, By 1 get 1 free Pizza buy the slice. Guess someone finally pointed out the error.

			Keen observation skills are a hallmark of effective spycraft. The history of espionage book Dad sent for my birthday tells all about it. You have to know everything, see everything. Observation, conclusion. Observation, conclusion. When you make an observation and can’t make a conclusion, and you’re left with more questions, you have to keep observing. Information is power. A small detail can tell an entire story.

			It’s too bouncy to write on the bus, so once I get to school, I will add all these notes to my spy notebook from Dad. Making the notes is a key part of my training, and it also makes me feel closer to him, even though he’s far away.

			Dad’s a real spy. He can’t come right out and say that, of course, but he’s given me enough clues that I’ve figured it out. The gifts he sends, for Christmas and my birthday, often have something to do with espionage. When I was smaller he sent LEGO sets and other random things, of course, but lately the theme is pretty clear. Binoculars, brain teaser games and logic puzzles, a lockpick practice set, The Knowhow Book of Spycraft, a utility belt with some cool gadgets, and the notebook and the history book, which is basically a training manual.

			Dad’s always been pretty clever about keeping his life a secret from me and Mom. His work makes him very busy, which is why he can’t come visit. We don’t even know where he lives, because it seems like he’s always on the move. His packages come from all over the place. I started investigating them over a year ago, and nothing. This summer, though, he slipped up. The packing slip from my birthday present box had a sender’s email address. It took me a month to get up the nerve, but I finally emailed Dad.

			I had to send a lot of messages before he wrote back the first time. He must have been on a spy mission. But once I started writing him, I couldn’t stop. There are a lot of guy things that it’s hard to talk to Mom about, especially since I don’t want her to worry. When things are bad at school, or when I’m sad or confused, I still have to be strong for Mom. And Dad gets that. It’s been great having him to talk to.

			For Christmas he sent the utility belt, and it felt like he was telling me it’s time to step up my game. In his last email, he wrote:

			
				I’m proud of you, Chester. Keep doing what you’re doing, and you’ll be ready for anything the world throws at you.

			

			So, I’m doing it. Observation, conclusion. Practicing my skills. I may only be a spy-in-training, but it’s very important that I keep myself in top shape. Someday, Dad may need my help with a mission. And if that day comes, you better believe I’ll be ready.
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			There are benefits to going it alone in the cinder block jungle. All of the social pressure that everyone talks about in relation to school is simply not there if you never, ever talk to anyone.

			Sure, people will say things from time to time, and sometimes those things are not very nice, but Dad says there are always going to be those people. And it turns out it’s actually true: if you genuinely don’t care what people think of you, then they actually end up thinking pretty highly of you. Occasionally there’s a group project or something, but I’m good in school, so people don’t mind teaming up with me. It’s me who minds. I’m the one who wants to be left alone.

			They don’t understand me. I don’t understand them. And none of us makes any effort to have it be otherwise. In the lunchroom sometimes, when everyone else is talking and laughing and having a nice time, I do wonder what that might feel like. In elementary school, things were easier. We had assigned seats for everything, even lunch. There were always people to play with and the other kids never seemed to mind me so much. But in middle school, everything is different. It’s like there’s a secret code that everyone knows but me, for how to get along and how to make friends. But I’m okay on my own. It’s really okay. Spies are supposed to stay under the radar, after all. And I’d rather have nothing than have to deal with—

			Someone slams into my back, sending my armful of books sprawling to the floor. “Go home and die, loser!”

			Case in point.

			Marc Ruffnagle towers over me. He grins from within his perpetual five-o’clock shadow. It’s not even nine a.m., jerkface! is what I want to shout. Except I’ve learned that no one understands my insults anyway, so there is no point. Marc drifts away, picked up by the hallway current. Jerk. He’s a head taller than everyone else, with shoulders like a brick column. He grunts more than he talks.

			I bend over to pick up my stuff. Marc’s long gone. He might not have even been talking to me. Hard to say. The stream of students parts around me, like a stone in a river. Steady. No one steps on me.

			Perhaps I’m not even a stone, but a pebble. So insignificant as to not even be noticed.

			Spycraft means blending in, not standing out, I remind myself.

			I’d like to say the Marc encounter was an anomaly. Not the norm. But I can shake it off. I always do. Dad wrote once:

			
				The right thing to do is ignore him. No matter how hard it is. That’s the only response that works on bullies that doesn’t sink you to their level.

			

			So I try not to even look Marc’s way. Behind his back, the girls giggle and call him Marc Ruffalo, after that old actor guy that Mom thinks is hot. Marc Ruffian would be more accurate, though.

			When I stand up, I become part of the hallway river again, just like that. As if nothing ever happened.

			My homeroom desk is in the far back corner, completely by alphabetical coincidence. It’s glorious. Having a K name usually lands me smack in the middle, surrounded. Is this how the Zs of the world usually feel, and if so, why do they complain so much to get teachers to mix up the rows? This is perfect.

			As soon as my butt hits the seat, my notebook is in my hand. Whenever I need it, I can pull it out and remember that I have a higher purpose.

			Observation: Marc has possibly grown an inch. Also, he needs to apply more deodorant. Conclusion: Marc is either not too bright or has a damaged sense of smell; the personal hygiene learning curve is not that steep.

			Observation: A whiff of chemicals from the linoleum. The hallway floor has been freshly waxed.

			Adding my observations from earlier, too, fills up an entire page. That’s great. Even in a moment of duress, I managed to have my spy senses working.

			A smile sneaks across my face. A sore wrist and elbow is not the end of the world. I do have a higher purpose. Something Marc Ruff-n-tumble could never understand.
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			After school, I ride the same bus home, except I get off two stops early and walk through the shopping center parking lot to a low, sprawling stone building that’s set apart from the rest of the mall. Above the door hangs a neon sign that blinks with no discernible rhythm: bowl.

			Mom’s best friend, Amanda, is the owner and manager here. She watches me until Mom gets off work. Monday through Thursday, I’m allowed to bowl for free after I finish my homework. But Friday is the best day at the bowling alley.

			At four p.m. every Friday, Ralph comes in and opens up the laser tag arena for the weekend, and I get to compete for top scores. I can get three rounds in before Mom comes to get me at five-thirty. Currently I’m in third place, behind someone called THUNDR and a little punk called CHIKIN. I’ve never met THUNDR, but they must be actually good. They’ve held the top score as long as I’ve been playing. CHIKIN is this annoying seven-year-old who has no sense of sportsmanship. The only reason he wins is that he’s so small he can fit into this one crevice on the side of the central tower. He hunkers in there and shoots everybody who walks by. Meanwhile, no one can reach him because he sits with his knees up over his vest.

			My laser tag handle is CHESTY. I’ve thought about copying THUNDR and changing it to CHESTR, but misspelling goes against my sensibility.

			“Hi, Amanda,” I call out. She’s busy dusting the floor around the ball return on Lane 17. She wields the big gray dust mop like she’s grooving with a skinny, skinny partner. The sound system pumps out the Rock of the Eighties and Nineties mix: “I Wanna Dance with Somebody.”

			“Hey, Ches,” she calls back. “How was school?”

			“Same old!” I zip straight into her office and leave her to cleaning/crooning.

			To say Amanda “watches” me is a bit loose. Her job keeps her very busy, so basically she makes sure I arrive and put my backpack somewhere safe, and she sets up a lane for me anytime I want to bowl. In between, I’m supposed to stay in her office and do my homework, but she doesn’t really notice or care if I decide to take a jaunt over to the mall, or to the park, or whatnot. It’s not like I really need a babysitter. It’s a technicality. There’s some rule that says eleven-year-olds can’t go home after school on their own. Next year, I won’t have to be babysat, even for pretend.

			First things first, pop over to Amanda’s computer. Inbox: zero. Sigh.

			It’s only three, so there’s still an hour before laser tag. Maybe a bit of fresh air would be nice.

			Amanda is rocking hard with the dust mop to “I’d Do Anything for Love.” She doesn’t notice me leaving the office or heading out the door. It’s fine.

			Usually I go over to the mall, because there’s no better place to people-watch and make observations. But today I just do a loop around the parking lot, heading for the main road on the far side of the mall.

			This area has a more industrial feeling. The automotive department from the big-box store juts out from the mall, and standing alone opposite that is the Honeycomb Storage Solutions warehouse. They rent out storage spaces on one side of the building and the other side is a store selling garage shelves and plastic bins and things like that. The most direct route to my favorite spot carries me right under their giant beehive-shaped sign.

			The industrial feeling is enhanced because Alexander Street starts tilting upward into a bridge over the river at this point, so there’s a bit of a feeling of being under the expressway or down by the docks. Not that there are any actual docks—it’s not that big of a river. But on the opposite bank, train tracks run along the river toward the central train station about a mile away. Part of the city’s walk-jog-bike trail runs between the water and the tracks, too, so the bridge is pretty long.

			The Alexander Street Bridge gets a lot of traffic, but it has a nice wide pedestrian walkway that is separated from the cars by a fence. A few bikers and walkers zip past me but I’m taking my own sweet time. I draw deep breaths of the freshwater air, feeling the thrum and hum of cars sending tremors through the bridgework.

			The best view is from the middle of the bridge. Water below, sky above, trees lining the banks where the river curves out of sight in the near distance. The railing is chest-high, but if I lean into it just a bit and tune out the sound of the traffic, it feels like I’m suspended in the sky over the water.

			Observation: The water is calm. There must not have been any boats in a while. The jogger lady in the red suit crosses the bridge a few minutes earlier than usual. Did she leave early, or is she improving her time? Two men in business suits speak animatedly to each other as they approach. Is it a meeting run overtime, or mutual complaining about their boss? Complaining.

			If I had more time, I might wander over to the riverside trail and sit on one of the benches. Sometimes there are ducks. I might sit and close my eyes and listen as the afternoon trains chug by. Hold perfectly still and absorb their sound, smell their steam, feel their rumble. The trains have a familiar rhythm, the soothing mechanical hum of a well-oiled engine and people getting to where they need to go at the exact time they need to be there. They’re perfect.
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			When I stroll back up to the bowling alley, Amanda’s taking out the trash. She comes out the back door as I’m rounding toward the front.

			“Chester?” she says, tossing the bags into the dumpster. “What are you doing?”

			“Just a brief constitutional,” I answer. That’s a fancy word for taking a walk. Grown-ups will forgive a lot if you subtly remind them how smart and well-behaved you generally are.

			Sure enough, Amanda smiles. “Constitutional, eh?”

			“I wanted some fresh air. Sorry.”

			“No worries, kiddo.” She ruffles my hair and squeezes my shoulder. I try to ignore the fact that those hands were just touching the garbage bin. “All done with homework? Want me to set up a lane for you?”

			“Nah. Laser tag.”

			“Right.”

			The back door is exit only, so Amanda joins me on my path around the building. We wave to Chet, the teller at the E-Z Check Cashing Center across the way. I feel a little bad for Chet. His storefront is one massive pane of glass. He sits in a little cage inside the store and everyone can see him.

			Chet waves back. He slides down from his high stool and exits his cage. He props open the store’s front door by reaching up and pushing a little metal tab against the springs. “Hey,” he says as we pass.

			“Hey,” we say back.

			“You good?” Amanda adds. It’s rare to see Chet outdoors.

			“Yup.” Chet motions down the alley. “It’s the witching hour.”

			An armored bank truck lumbers around the corner. The regular cash delivery. Chet shuffles the ring of keys in his fist. The bank truck is pretty big up close. The two guys driving it look like they mean business.

			I wonder what it’s like to be in charge of a whole lot of money. The most cash I’ve ever held at one time was forty-two dollars, and I clutched it tight the whole time to keep from losing it. Maybe working in a cage makes Chet feel safe.

			Amanda ushers me back inside the bowling alley. It’s almost four, so I scoot straight over to the laser tag arena. Ralph is at the counter taking payments from the small crowd of players. I lurk at the back, since I don’t have to sign up. He always saves me a spot.

			The unexpected voice in my ear is all too familiar. “Well, if it isn’t our friendly neighborhood loser.”

			Hot breath, BO. I don’t even need to turn around to know. Don’t want to. No choice, though.

			Marc Ruff-n-ready and two of his primate friends are here, waiting in line for laser tag.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: 5 In the Arena]

			

			Seeing Marc in the bowling alley turns my knees to jelly. Worlds colliding, the thing I’ve been looking forward to the most invaded by the person I dread most. This has never happened before.

			“Hi, Marc.” The bright spin on my voice surprises us both. “Hi, guys.”

			Marc’s eyes narrow and he’s about to speak, when the arena doors creak open, ominous music from the speakers inviting us in.

			“Chester, just in time,” Ralph says, stepping around the counter. He’s a big, tall man and he always has my back. I smile at Marc. What can he do to me here?

			When I’m in the arena, nothing can touch me. Not even Marc Ruff-puff-pastry.

			“Friends of yours?” Ralph says, barely hiding the surprise in his voice. He should know better. Since when do I show up with friends?

			“Oh, yeah,” Marc says, throwing his arm around my shoulder and noogieing my head too hard. “Keene and us go way back.”

			It’s obvious what’s about to happen next. But there’s no way to stop it. Ralph isn’t the sort of guy you can count on to read a silent-but-desperate look.

			“That’s great, Chester. Why don’t the four of you start off the blue team?”

			“Blue’s the best!” Marc crows. “Boo-yah!” The trio charges ahead of me.

			“How’s the competition look?” I ask Ralph.

			“Noobs,” he says. “It’ll be a cakewalk.” He sticks out his hand and I slap him five.

			We pass through the door into the staging area. The lights are dim, to get our pupils dilated in preparation for the even darker arena. One wall of the black-painted room holds racks of glowing vests. The opposite side is where the players sit.

			We clamber up onto the blue-painted section of the built-in steps. Resigned to my fate for the next twenty-five minutes, I sit quietly contemplating my game strategy. I could ditch Marc and friends in the arena, no problem. But would it make more sense to show them my skills? If they let me, I could help them learn. A glimmer of excitement trills inside me. Maybe this is my chance to prove myself, a path to gaining their respect.

			When I blink back into focus, Ralph is negotiating teams. There’s a group of five that want to play together, and a group of three that want to play together, plus Marc and friends and me. The numbers aren’t working out.

			“I’ll move,” I offer. That will even things out. Marc’s three plus the other three versus the group of five and me. Six on six. An even game.

			Ralph feels bad about separating me from my “friends,” I can tell. “There’s always next round,” I whisper to him as I cross over to Red. “Paying customers come first.” This happens all the time, and as a solo player it’s basically my job to go wherever I’m needed.

			One of the guys on my new team has played before. His handle is SCHISM. He’s not great, but not terrible. I can work with this.

			Ralph drones through the rules briefing that I’ve heard a couple hundred times. Lights on the shoulders, chest, back, and laser gun. Must have both hands on the gun at all times or it won’t fire. No running. Stand in one place and yell “Gamemaster!” over and over if you need help.

			When I glance back at Marc, he points two fingers at me and crooks his thumb like he’s pulling a trigger. Get ready to die, he mouths.

			The correct response is to smile. Now my strategy is crystal clear: Seek and destroy. I might as well have been born with a laser tag vest on. Marc doesn’t know what he’s in for.
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			Ralph pushes the button that opens the double doors. The arena yawns in greeting. Inside, it’s dark, cool, and cloudy with wisps of fake smoke. The laser-eyed sentinel at the top of the area blinks coolly at us. The best team strategy is to go straight to the top and hold the citadel, which of course is what Marc and friends immediately try to do.

			“Dang it,” says SCHISM. “We can take it back from them.”

			I say, “Eventually. First we should each take Blue base a couple of times.”

			“Whatever, kid,” he says, and moves off with his friends toward the
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