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Prologue


Hi, I’m Tyler Reynolds, Chronicler for the Dudes. The Dudes are me and my four best friends: 
Nate Howe, Deven Singh, and Ryan and Connor Maguire.  We’ve been best friends since we were little kids and had all kinds of adventures, which is why I keep a chronicle.  
If you’ve been following the Dudes Adventure Chronicles, you know that we’re currently 8th graders in Sherwood Heights (which is in the Pacific Northwest of the United States).  If you’re new to the series, jump right in.  You don’t have to read the books in order.  
Over the years, we Dudes have made public playground art, organized a zombie walk-a-thon, inflated the classroom economy, caused a lockdown at the governor’s office, incited panic at the Sherwood Arts Festival, and released the power of ancient gods at a middle school assembly.  
We also produced an online cooking showdown, created a school defense plan, helped the police catch porch pirates, built a tank out of recycled materials, and developed a germ-free method for Halloween Trick-or-Treating.  You’re welcome, Sherwood!
	Like I said, I'm Tyler.  I live with my parents and two little brothers.  And my Grandad lives close by.  Most importantly, I'm the Chronicler.

	Nate is an awesome inventor.  He designed a ninja dojo in my backyard.  He also makes movies and videos and researches things that interest him—which is everything.  

	Deven is the funny man.  He keeps us laughing, but he's also a public servant, volunteering for anything that keeps him in the spotlight.

	Connor can do practically any physical feat except sitting still.  

	And Ryan is the man with the plan.  He can always find a way to get the Dudes out of trouble—or into it.  



I mean, that's who we were.  But things have changed since then.  I mean really changed since the pandemic shut everything down.  
The Dudes totally adapted during the global emergency, of course.  Now we want to get back to normal, but what does that even mean anymore?  
And who are we now that we're 8th graders?  I hope Sherwood is ready to discover The Dude Identity!
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1 Dudes New Normal


No doubt about it. The pandemic changed a lot of stuff. Even after we got working vaccines and the lockdowns ended, things didn’t go back to how they had been. 
People started talking about a ‘new normal’.  It wasn't actually normal.  It seemed to mean that whatever weird thing was happening right now, we were going to call it normal.
There was still an obsession with masks and symptoms.  Mr. Maguire’s girlfriend, Tina, got a job at the Indian Casino where they used a temperature gun to check for sick customers.  
(“What’s the caliber?” Ryan asked.
“And how many rounds in a clip?” Connor added.)
My Mom was still pretty worried too.  
“The doctor's office is where the sick people are,” Mom said.  So she scheduled telemedicine visits for my littlest brother, Leon.  Telemedicine is where you go on Zoom and hold the squirming toddler up to your computer’s camera and the doctor looks at him and says, "yep, looks healthy to me".
Maybe Mom should get a temperature gun.
Anyway, we had learned some stuff since the pandemic started (like that you couldn’t really catch Covid from touching things so Nani could stop dousing her mail in hand sanitizer).  But people were still confused.
Some advised getting sick so you could join something called “herd immunity”.  Others were more afraid of the vaccine than the disease.  Not Grandad, though.  
“I’m old,” he told me on the day he got the new shot.  “I can’t take a chance.  Besides, I take care of Leon, and he’s a germ magnet.”
Grandad spent Leon’s naptimes listening to a podcast called Conspiracy Rantz, which kept him informed about bad things somebody was probably doing somewhere.  Then Grandad kept Dad informed about how he had traced it back to the mayor of Sherwood.    
My Dad works in the shed in our backyard.  One afternoon, the Dudes were lounging in our treehouse/dojo when Grandad followed Dad across the yard.  
“I just came in to get a cup of coffee,” Dad was saying, holding the cup in front of his chest like a shield.  
Dad didn’t have a coffee maker in the shed.  Mom said, if he had one, we would never see him.
“If you want to know what the mayor is doing, you should look on the city’s official website,” Dad suggested, pointing hopefully back toward the house.  
Grandad scoffed.  “I filled out a form to complain about the pothole on Sherwood Heights Lane,” he said.  “But did they fix it?”
“Maybe they're busy,” Dad pointed out.  “…trying to get other work done,” he hinted, edging toward the door to his "office".
“That’s what I want to know!” Grandad crowed.  “What are they working on behind our backs?”
“Um, I’ll check,” said Dad, and he disappeared inside the shed.
“Nice tactical retreat,” said Ryan as Grandad stomped back to the house.  
“I guess Dad didn't lose his edge in the pandemic," I said.  
With the vaccines, businesses had reopened, but months of staying at home had made everyone realize how much they hate their job.  Now a bunch of people were switching careers, which made for a worker shortage.  Nate said this would be a great opportunity to introduce a robot underclass.
There were other weird shortages too, like for computer chips and baby formula.  Toilet paper was back on the shelves.  But stores locked up detergent to prevent people from shoplifting it to sell online.  
“Shoplifters are the only ones in the stores anyway,” said Connor.
"Everybody’s using online ordering and delivery now," Deven told us.  His older sister, Shaila, got a job as a Zippy-Yum driver.  
“More like Breakneck-Yum,” Deven explained.  “She wants money 'that Mom and Dad can’t use as an excuse to pry into my business'," he quoted.  "But she gets bad reviews for sloshed food and spilled drinks.” 
Speaking of “fast”, just then Deven got a text: Your Zippy-Yum driver is on their way.
We all scrambled out of the tree and rushed to my front yard to see Shaila screech up in her new car.  By selling her expensive SUV, she could afford a smaller EV and charge it at home instead of paying for gas.  It was a convertible so she could transport her cello in the back seat.
[image: yellow convertible EV with a cello case sticking out of the back seat]
Shaila handed over a bag with a glare from under her Zippy-Yum hat.  
“Five stars!” she snarled before jetting off.
“She gives me free deliveries in exchange for good reviews,” Deven explained.  
His thumbs flew over the keyboard of his phone.  
Then he read it back to us in a British accent: “Comestibles arrived posthaste with neither omissions nor spillage.”  
“I like to imagine myself in character as a different person for every review,” he told us.
As we divvied up the snacks, Connor kicked a dandelion, causing fluff to waft into the air.
“Hey Tyler, did your Dad's lawnmower break?” he asked.  
The Dudes gazed across the shaggy mat of grass and rampant weeds.
“No,” I answered.  “Dad joined the Get Off the Grass movement.”
“Huh?" said Connor.
“My dad told him about it,” Nate explained.  “Keeping a lawn can be bad for the environment if you water, use pesticides, or mow with a gas mower.  So lots of people are ripping them out to put in native plants,” he said.  
“My Dad is just refusing to mow,” I admitted.  “He’s pretending the yard is a meadow.”  
We watched as the dandelion seeds floated across Mrs. Kostenko’s manicured lawn like little parachute troops until they were forced down by anti-aircraft fire from her sprinklers.
“Sweet,” said Ryan.  “No annoying lawnmower noise.”
Another change: It was now normal for Dudes to snack outside and on the move.  When Covid made people afraid to share air in restaurants, food trucks began popping up in neighborhoods.  
Today, we drifted down the sidewalk, leaving a trail of Thingies that missed Connor's mouth, until we reached a bubble tea truck and a road barrier.  
Sherwood's mayor had started a "Healthy Living" initiative.  Basically, the police closed streets around the parks for people to walk or ride their bikes—which is healthier if you don't get run over.  (Of course, Grandad called it a police incursion into the neighborhood.)
Drinks in hand, the Dudes were surprised to spot our school resource officer.  Officer Racarro used to visit the middle school before the pandemic, when we were more worried about bullets than germs.  (Actually, I was still more worried about bullets than germs.)  Now he had a friend with him.
“Meet our new K-9 Officer,” Racarro offered.
“A dog!” shrieked several girls, running over.
“What’s his name?” I asked.
“Daisy,” Racarro answered.  “And she’s a female officer, uh, dog.”
The girls knelt to hug the German shepherd.  The Dudes hung back, looking cool.
“Does she get a weapon?” asked Ryan, predictably.
“Even better,” said Racarro enthusiastically, “her fangs are her weapon!”
“Awesome!” agreed the Dudes.
“How many crooks has she bitten?” Connor asked.
“Um, well, none yet,” the officer admitted.  “We just got her, and Morgan says her most important job is public relations.”
“You mean she humanizes the police,” concluded Nate.
And Deven said, “Shouldn’t it be dog-ifies?”
“Wait, the police aren’t human?” asked Connor.
“Are they robots?” asked Ryan, eyeing Racarro suspiciously.
Racarro avoided the question.  “She goes with me on patrol,” he said.  “As an official police dog, I can take her anywhere.  Daisy sniffs out trouble, so I know I’m safe,” he added, leaning over to ruffle the officer’s ears.  
The Dudes made our way over to the climber to watch Connor exercise.  
“Lately, I’ve seen a lot more dogs around,” I said, spotting a young couple with a pomeranian in a baby carriage.  
“Yeah,” Ryan observed.  “In the Warehouse Store, people carry them in their carts.”
“I guess businesses are happy to welcome anybody who shows up, even if they're not human,” Connor said, hanging from the climber by one leg.
“My mom says two of her coworkers bring their dogs to the office now,” Deven said.  “She wants to sue them for creating a hostile work environment due to licking.”
A woman walked by us with a cat in a backpack carrier.
“I guess it’s not just dogs,” I said.
“Since the pandemic, mental illnesses are on the rise,” Nate said, which, I guess explained something.  “The need for companionship has even caused a dog shortage,” he added.
“Dogs are great,” said Connor standing up on the bar so he could backflip off of it.  “But what do they do to cure that stuff?”
“They don't have to do anything,” Nate explained.  “My dad says talking to the fish in his koi pond is cheaper than therapy.”  
Having completed his dismount, Connor upturned the Cheesy Thingies bag, dumping the dregs into his mouth.
“The new normal isn’t so bad,” he reflected, spewing orange dust.  
"Change is a constant in the universe,” Nate agreed, sipping his bubble tea.
“In Sherwood too,” said Ryan.
Luckily, the Dudes are pretty good at adapting.
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2 Virtual Dudes


One of the first things we had to adapt to in the new normal was online school. 
Since the pandemic, we had been living in bubbles.  See, there are some people you have to interact with in life, like your family (or your Dudes)—that's your bubble.  But, if you only interact with those people, and they only interact with you, you’re less likely to catch germs from other groups.  
Yeah.  It’s basically the theory behind cooties.
There was a vaccine now, but a bunch of people had decided not to take it.  And others couldn’t take it for medical reasons.  Covid was still killing some people.  And nobody knew if or when it might mutate into a more deadly form (or, according to Connor, turn us all into vampires).  
Add to that the fact that teachers are old and kids are germ magnets.  So Sherwood district opted to keep everybody in their bubbles a little longer with online school.  
The idea was to run the classes via the internet (which can transmit viruses but not Covid).  The district had to buy new laptops and software, but Dad said that might be cheaper than replacing sick teachers.  
Of course, parents hoped that online school would do the same job that in-person school had done before: babysit their children so they could work.  I guess that’s why both Mom and Dad were in our dining room for the opening day “Assembly”.  
The Superintendent of Schools had actually sent a paper letter to all the families telling parents to gather around their kid’s computer at 8am on Monday.  She had also enclosed sealed envelopes for each student that the parents were supposed to wait to open until told to do so.  
On Monday, my middle brother, Jayden, and I sat at the dining room table with our school-issued laptops logged in.  Mom and Dad stood behind us eagerly waiting to open the two sealed envelopes.  Leon was also at the table, under Grandad’s supervision, banging his baby laptop.  
The virtual meeting began, and, on the screen, appeared Dr. Zheng, the superintendent, sitting at the desk in her office.  She smiled and began to move her lips.
“She’s on mute,” Mom said. 
Dad slurped from his mug.  “I wonder how long this is going to take,” he said.
“Shh!” said Mom as if Dr. Zheng could hear him.
The superintendent suddenly cupped her hand around her ear, causing Dad to choke on his coffee.
Then Dr. Zheng pushed a button on her desktop and asked someone offscreen, “Is the sound on?  Can they see me?” she added, patting her hair.  Then her eyes widened and she faced the screen again.
“Welcome, Sherwood families!” she said, and launched into her speech.
I didn’t pay much attention.  Leon was banging.  Grandad had dropped his hearing aid under the table.  And Jayden was helping him find it before our collie, Rob, could eat it.  
Anyway, the speech was just about how much we had all been through and how great we all were…for still being alive, I guess.  
Usually, it’s the principal’s job to say stuff like that at the beginning of school, telling us how awesome we are before laying down all the rules she’s going to use to keep our awesomeness in check.  
“Now, for what we’ve all been waiting for,” Dr. Zheng said.  (Since I had been waiting for the end of the speech, I tuned back in.)  
“Parents,” she said, “it’s time to open your envelopes and celebrate your students!”
I had worried that the envelope contained a reminder of our grades from before the pandemic.  But actually, it was full of…confetti!?  
Mom ripped the tops off the envelopes and handed one to Dad.  Then she pulled out a handful and tossed it in the air over Jayden's back as he stretched across the table to hand Grandad his hearing aid.
“You’re back in school.” Mom shouted.  “Hooray!”  
“Yeah,” Dad added, turning his envelope over to dump it on my head.
Then Leon screeched and demanded ‘snow’ too.
“I’ll be in the shed,” said Dad, making his escape.
For the next few minutes, Jayden and I were distracted scooping up confetti and throwing it at Leon and each other.  So, we totally missed the part where Dr. Zheng announced how to access our schedules and where the links to our classes were.
For about ten minutes after that, the superintendent sat at her desk, reading papers.  Then someone finally ended the meeting and the screen went blank.
“What do we do now, Mom?” I asked.
“Um…” said Mom.
So learning was taking place from day one.  The district learned they needed to provide instructions in multiple ways and places.  
They also soon learned that confetti is bad for student laptop keyboards.  Luckily, I still had Dad’s old laptop for gaming.

      [image: ]Five days a week, kids were supposed to log in from 8am to 2pm.  We would spend the morning watching our teachers teach on video.  Then we would spend the afternoon doing online schoolwork—which was kind of like a really boring video game.  
When stuff was graded, the teachers would put the grades online too.  At least that was the theory.  The district had invested in a system called WarpSchool to organize teacher lesson videos, homework programs, and grades.
WarpSchool was not as cool or as fast as the name made it sound.  Nate said it was more like impulse speed, or maybe being towed to space-dock.
Of course, it didn’t take me long to get the whole system down.  Log in, find the link, space out while the teacher talks, then switch to another link and do the same thing with another teacher.  
Little kids weren’t up for organizing their own day like that, though.  And neither was Grandad.  So, rather than having free time to work from home, Mom
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