
[image: image]



[image: image]





Dedication

For Griffin and Emerson

[image: image]





[image: image]

Contents

Cover

Title Page

    Dedication

    A Note About This Story

    Hall of Explorers

One: Breaking Bread

Two: Lights, Camera, Inaction

Three: Robotics 101

Four: A New Scope

Five: Suitable Suits

Six: The Deafening Silence

Seven: Vale Figures It Out

Eight: The Fuffles Speak

Nine: My Kingdom for a Plan

Ten: Paige to the Rescue

Eleven: A Handbook Never Lies

Twelve: Gold-Medal Vale

Thirteen: Volcanoes All Around!

Fourteen: Homework Pays Off

    Fifteen: What Big Brothers Are For

    Hall of Robots

    About the Author and Illustrator

    Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher





    A Note About This Story

The tale you are about to read takes place approximately 36.54372 million miles away from Earth, as the crow flies. It has been collected and woven together via various interview transcripts, recordings, and interstellar laser screams sent to Earth from the Famous Marlowe 280 Interplanetary Exploratory Space Station over the past decade.


“Laser scream” may be a new term for you, as it is still not well understood on Earth, but we don’t have time to get into it here.
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The astronauts who boarded the Marlowe were charged with one mission: to discover a planet where humans could one day live. Captain Isabel Caspian sends out teams of explorers. Finn and his friends are all remarkable, but Finn will always have a special place in the history books.

Because Finn was the first kid born in space.

So in many ways, Finn was born for exactly the type of situation in which we find him here in this book. But it will be up to you to decide if that makes him lucky or not.
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Chapter One

Breaking Bread

Finn crouched low beneath the table in the corner of the room. He wedged himself as deeply as he could into the shadows. He held his breath. There was no sign of anyone yet, but he knew they were out there. Did they know he was in here? If they did, he was a sitting duck.

He saw boots in the doorway. But were they friend boots or foe boots?

Finn let out the tiniest breath and inhaled again.

“In here. I heard something,” said the voice in the hallway. Definitely not a friend voice.

The boots ran inside, followed by another pair.

“I know I heard something,” said the voice again. “Check the closet.”

The closet was on the other side of the room. Finn saw both pairs of boots walk toward it.

Now was his chance. He could surprise his enemies from behind or try to run for the door. Fight or flight. Stay or run away. Battle or . . . something that rhymes with battle. This was no time for poetry!

The invaders opened the closet. Finn snuck out from beneath the table and bolted for the door. The enemies turned, and Finn heard the sound of a laser.

“Pew! Pew!”

He leapt through the door into the hallway. The enemy’s laser buzzed so close to Finn’s ear, he could feel the wind of it passing by his head. The wall in front of him exploded. With bread crumbs—flaky, buttery bread crumbs. A croissant slammed into the wall, bounced once, and settled onto the floor. Finn kept running.
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Laser tag aboard a space station is intense. It’s both playtime and combat training. Except, because like everywhere in the universe, parents make a lot of boring rules, Finn and his friends couldn’t use actual lasers. So they just said “pew pew.” And without any other equipment, they snuck whatever stale dinner rolls were left over from the night before and threw them at each other. So technically it was bread tag.

And Finn was a bread-tag ninja.

“How did you miss him?!” he heard Abigail yell behind him.

“It’s not my fault!” shouted Vale. “Who serves croissants for dinner?!”

Abigail and Vale versus Finn and Elias.

Finn was now a good ten seconds ahead of the other team. He booked it down the corridor, trying to remember whose compartment Elias was hiding in. This was the plan. Finn would distract Abigail and Vale while Elias worked on his ultimate invention: a breadshield.

He came to a door.

“Bingo,” he said.

He pressed the button and opened the door to the compartment where Elias’s family lived.

Elias was sitting on the floor of his bedroom surrounded by about eight hundred wires, batteries, nodes, and other electronics. Finn didn’t know what half of them did.

“Elias?” said Finn. “You’re not done?!”

“No!” said Elias. “Almost. Or, I was almost done. And then I started working on this robot I’ve been messing with.”

Elias held up a small robot, slightly larger than the croissant Finn had dodged. It did not look even remotely near finished.

“Why are you working on that?!” shouted Finn. “Abigail and Vale are right behind me! Where’s the breadshield?”

“It’s over there!” said Elias. He waved his arms over all the pieces lying on the floor. “I mean, it will be over there. I just need ten minutes to fix something on this robot, and then I can build the breadshield.”

“Pew.”

Finn felt the unmistakable thud of a croissant hitting him in the back.

“Pew.”

A French roll flew over Finn’s shoulder and landed in Elias’s lap.

Elias picked it up and bit off the corner.
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“It’s going to be really cool,” he said, his mouth full of stale bread. “Like, I think it’s a completely different kind of robot than anyone has—”

“Game over, Elias!” said Finn.

“Oh,” said Elias. “My bad.”

“Your bad, my good,” said Vale.

“That is barely English,” said Abigail. She and Vale walked out into the corridor. “But! I won’t argue with you since we. Are. CHAMPIONS!”

The two took off down the hallway, celebrating.

“Sorry, Finn,” said Elias.

Finn sat down on the floor.

“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s just laser tag. But next time, maybe be a little quicker?”

“I know,” said Elias. “But it’s hard to be in the middle of the action when all I want to do is build things. I can’t work at light speed.”

“Bread speed,” said Finn. “And it’s fine—we’re a solid team.”

“A solid team that has lost seven times in a row,” said Elias.

Finn shrugged. He picked up a wire and a piece of metal that looked like a hamburger.

“So do I put this hoozit in that whatzit?” he asked.

“Ha ha,” said Elias. “It’s okay. You catch up to them—I want to work on this.”

“You sure?” said Finn.

“Yeah,” said Elias. He looked down at the robot in his hands. “And I promise, next laser tag sesh, I won’t let you down.”

Finn ran out into the hallway, but Elias was so fixated on his robot he didn’t notice.

“Well,” said Elias. “I might let you down. I mean, I’ll try not to. But sometimes I don’t know if I can—oh, and you’re not here anymore.”
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Chapter Two

Lights, Camera, Inaction

It didn’t take long for Finn to catch up with Abigail and Vale. Abigail, the captain of Explorers Troop 301, looked over Finn’s shoulder as he approached.

“No Elias?” she asked. “Hiding in shame after your defeat?”

“Nah,” said Finn. “He’s working on a new robot.”

Elias was the chief technologist of Explorers Troop 301. He and his friends went out to explore all kinds of planets, and Elias did his best to create inventions that would help them.

“Oh,” said Abigail. “You mean the one that’s supposed to be able to identify whether an alien bug is poisonous right away?”

“No,” said Finn. “Not that one.”

“The one that can supposedly turn mud into food?”

“I don’t think so,” said Finn.

“The one that dances in five hundred different languages?”

Finn laughed. “No,” he said. “Elias said it was a brand-new type of robot. Something no one had thought of yet.”

Vale, the explorer troop’s sergeant-at-arms, didn’t say anything. Instead, he did his new signature move: a triple-double-dutch-flip-somersault-jump-sidekick-with-a-smile. Or at least, in his mind, that was what he did. What he actually did looked more like a fish hailing a taxi.
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“Nailed it!” Vale yelled. Abigail and Finn stopped walking and stared at their friend. “You’re speechless! I knew it! Totally nailed it!”

“Kudos, Vale!” chirped Foggy, Finn’s best bud and robot. Foggy was always up for anything and always very supportive of his human friends. It was how he was wired.

“I’m sure Elias will catch up with us in a second,” said Finn. “He said he just needed to fix one thing.”

But it would be a while before Elias caught up with them. Back in his compartment, he was in the zone, working on his robot. When he and his friends were out on missions, Elias wasn’t the quickest thinker or the fastest on his feet. It never bothered his friends, but it bothered Elias.

He wanted to make something that would change all that. He held up the small robot he had been working on and smiled. It was almost done.

“You’re my best idea yet,” Elias said to the small bot.

And when Elias had an idea, he only needed four things: time to think, peace and quiet, chocolate chocolate-chip cookies, and a fire extinguisher, just in case.

But mostly he needed the cookies.

And the fire extinguisher.

Actually, forget the cookies. He really just needed the fire extinguisher.

Because the robot he’d been secretly making in his bedroom had caught fire.
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Chapter Three

Robotics 101

The engineers of the Marlowe 280 built all the robots in the robot room. It was a special place, specifically designed for making new mechanical friends. The engineers needed everything to be completely clean to do their work. One stray clump of dirt, and a robot’s sensitive electronics could be ruined. Because it needed to stay so clean, it was one of the few rooms on the Marlowe where kids couldn’t go without a parent.

That’s why Elias kept a miniature laboratory in his bedroom. If he couldn’t get to the robot room, he’d make a space to explore his ideas.

Normally, all the Marlowe robots got their personalities from a book. Once a robot was complete, its owner downloaded a book onto its hard drive. The robot then acted like a character in that book.

Finn’s robot, Foggy, came from an adventure book. Genevieve Brooks, one of the older kids, had a robot named Sir Lance-a-bot. Legend had it that a Bilbot Baggins had once roamed the Marlowe’s hallways.

But Elias thought it would be fun to try a different way. He wanted to make a robot that had its own personality. No books. So he’d hidden a few parts in his room. And slowly but surely he’d built a small robot. It was the size of a skinny gerbil.

It would be the skinny gerbil that would change the universe.

Everything was perfect. All he had to do was press
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