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			Chapter One

			Luck of the Lake

			“Come on, Lam! You can do it!”

			Lam Đặng looked over his shoulder and flashed a nervous thumbs-up to Mars Berger. He inched his way over to the cliff’s edge. His brown toes wriggled as he stepped out of his sandals, thanks to jitters and maybe a pinch of excitement. Lam was surprised that he didn’t wince once his bare feet touched the ground. The rocks and pebbles didn’t hurt his soles as much as they had at the start of the summer. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to walking around outside barefoot, and he certainly never thought he’d find himself this high up anywhere, let alone on a ledge overlooking a glittering lake nestled in the middle of the woods in the middle of nowhere.

			A few weeks ago, if someone had told Lam he’d be standing on a cliff about ready to dive into unknown waters, he would have laughed them out of the room. Cooking, eating, and sleeping outdoors? Daylong nature hikes where you left before the sun came up and dragged yourself back home after sundown? Spotting an abandoned animal den off the beaten path and choosing to explore it just because? Those were the kinds of bone-breaking, toying-with-death activities that Lam was happy to participate in…safely behind his computer monitor via the Overworld in Minecraft.

			But Lam’s parents had put up a lot of money for this outdoor summer camp, and Lam didn’t have the heart (or the guts) to tell them that he would much rather have stuck around the house all summer with a pair of gaming headphones on his head and a console in his hands. Lam found that sometimes it was easier just to let someone else make all the decisions and simply go along with them.

			Most of the time, actually.

			Fast-forward weeks later and now Lam found himself in the wilderness being cheered on by Mars Berger, the coolest kid in school, to dive headfirst into a lake whose name Lam wouldn’t even try to pronounce. It wasn’t just Mars waiting to see if Lam would take the leap—there were a handful of other kids from his school that also happened to be at this particular summer camp, and they all crowded behind him. Lam could practically feel their collective breath on his neck.

			“He’s not gonna do it,” sneered Gemina Gustafsson, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her freckled nose. Her beach towel was wrapped around her neck as she stood dripping in a pair of foam clogs decorated with various Minecraft charms—a piglin head, a chest, a flaming zombie. “Lam is way out of his element. He’s incapable of doing anything without his band of weirdos around him. He’s a total weenie.”

			Hearing those words, Lam stumbled, losing his footing. There were gasps. He quickly caught himself. A few loose rocks rolled off the edge, tumbled in a free fall, and plopped into the cool lake water far below. His heart thundered. That was too close. He’d nearly taken a dip before he was ready. But far worse was the embarrassment he felt that Gemina Gustafsson nearly got the better of him. Especially in front of Mars and the rest of them.

			A weenie. A one-word accusation almost made him take an unexpected dive. Although maybe Gemina wasn’t totally off the mark. Lam was a bit of a coward. But the insult was personal. Gemina Gustafsson had it in for Lam ever since the second grade, and he wasn’t about to let her hold this over him all the way through middle school. Gemina was one of the smartest kids in Lam’s school, always in the computer lab—before school, during lunch, after school…it didn’t matter. Every summer he hoped that Gemina would skip a grade or two so that he could have some peace, but somehow she always found a way into Lam’s orbit. And it wasn’t just him she seemed to have beef with—whenever Gemina saw him hanging out with his friends Britt, Elias, and Jazz (his “band of weirdos,” as she lovingly called them), she was always quick with a snide remark.

			Why did Gemina Gustafsson hate Lam and his buddies? They never bothered her. They were content goofing off by themselves, far away from the rest of the kids so that they could freely gab about their latest Minecraft build, plan their next Minecraft quest, or log in to Minecraft to explore. Maybe it was because Lam was naturally timid, and that made him an easy target. Or maybe it was because Jazz had a reputation for bursting into tears over the smallest things (two weeks after the classroom hamster passed away, Jazz had to be sent home because the school nurse couldn’t console her). Or maybe it was because Britt’s hair-trigger temper landed her in detention more times than anyone in the school’s history. Or maybe it was because Elias’s seemingly endless wisecracks got him in the hot seat almost as often. But despite each of their little quirks, they didn’t bother anyone. They were harmless. They never even spoke to Gemina. So why did Gemina have it out for them? Lam didn’t have a clue.

			Minecraft. He hadn’t thought about his favorite video game until that very moment Gemina brought up his friends back home. The camp had a strict “no screens” policy, which meant Lam couldn’t even shoot a message, checking in on them to see how they were getting along without him or if they were making any headway on their plans to build out their beloved kingdom on their private server. He wondered if Jazz made good on her promise to craft additional towers and turrets that they had all agreed on to their beloved castle—the centerpiece and crown jewel of their server that they spent hours constructing together. Or maybe Jazz would be content expanding the village and lush farmlands that surrounded the castle, bringing in more villagers and animals to add even more life to their little slice of the server. She was a stickler for proper aesthetic. Britt would have certainly amassed an impressive number of enchanting orbs. She was never satisfied with only crafting or collecting loot, and could always be found experimenting with random enchantment combinations. Elias was the bizarre, unpredictable wild card, probably still trying to make his case that they should finally band together and take down a warden, even though no one else saw any real benefit to fighting an overpowered mob like that.

			But the camp’s schedule was so packed with activities, Lam hardly had a moment to think about Minecraft or his friends or anything else, for that matter. Especially when accounting for the fact that he was occupied with avoiding Gemina Gustafsson’s ire and trying not to look like a total goon in front of Mars Berger. There wasn’t a ton of brain space left for what might or might not be waiting for him back in the outside world.

			Lam chuckled to himself. It had been only a few weeks ago, but those days playing Minecraft with his old friends seemed like another lifetime. Maybe they’d all moved on. Maybe he’d moved on. Maybe starting sixth grade was the perfect excuse he needed to start over. To make new friends. To become someone new. Like a lizard shedding its skin.

			“Look at him! He’s just standing there, grinning like a goon! Are you going to jump or what?”

			Gemina’s shrill voice snapped Lam out of his daze. Another fresh wave of embarrassment flushed over him. “Oh. Right.”

			“Back off, Gemina,” said Mars. Gemina huffed, mumbling something under her breath, and stepped away. Not even Gemina was brave enough to defy Mars Berger. Mars climbed a rock, using it as a pulpit to look over the crowd of kids. He slapped Lam on the back. “My bunkmate may have arrived at this camp thinking that the cafeteria ‘Bug Juice’ was made from actual bugs—”

			A roar of laughter erupted.

			“Thanks, Mars,” Lam mumbled. He blushed, but it wasn’t like he was all that humiliated about the joke itself. It was more that he had never been asked to stand up in front of a crowd, let alone share the stage with someone like Mars Berger.

			“But after sharing a tiny cabin for an entire summer,” Mars continued, “you really get to know someone. And you all don’t know him like I do! A little drop into this little pond isn’t going to scare Lam Đặng away! Lam’s got this!” Mars leaned closer to Lam, lowering his voice to a whisper. “You do got this, don’t you?”

			Lam swallowed a lump in his throat, only managing a nod in response.

			“Good.” Mars winked. “Don’t make me look bad!”

			There was no way Lam could back out of the jump now. He couldn’t let down Mars Berger. If Gemina Gustafsson was the meanest girl in school, then Mars Berger was her complete opposite. Mars was loved by everyone. It was almost sickening. But nothing Mars touched could ever be considered “sickening.” If Mars Berger believed in Lam, then maybe Lam needed to believe in Lam.

			And over the summer, ever since they got matched up together as cabin mates, Mars was at Lam’s side…even for the activities that didn’t require a partner. At first, Lam wondered if Mars stuck by him after all these weeks out of obligation, but nothing about Mars seemed fake. As hard as it was for Lam to wrap his head around it…Mars seemed to genuinely like hanging out with him. Although Lam wasn’t entirely sure why.

			Lam braved a peek over the edge. There was a part of him that worried that once summer was over and the camp ended, all the courage he’d siphoned from Mars would evaporate. That Mars would forget all about him. Next week, they would officially be sixth graders. Middle school was a new beginning. Which meant Lam didn’t have to be a timid scaredy cat. A weenie, as Gemina put it. He could leave that old persona behind. His experience at summer camp taught him that. He could be someone new. Someone who Mars Berger would be proud to be friends with.

			But that would mean taking the jump.

			Lam took one last look at Mars, who flashed both a sparkling grin and a reassuring double thumbs-up. Gemina Gustafsson shot Lam one of her trademark “you’re the worst” squints. He stuck his tongue out at her. “See you on the other side, Nether wart!”

			And with that, Lam took a running jump off the cliff’s edge and made an incredible splash in the water. When he came gasping up from the surface and he managed to get the water out of his ears, he could still hear clapping and shouting. He spotted Gemina’s scowl. That would have been enough of a satisfying win. But more importantly, he caught Mars Berger’s triumphant wave a second before Mars followed up with his own cannonball. Mars resurfaced, holding his hand in the air.

			Lam hesitated at first, not sure what Mars was doing.

			“Don’t leave me hanging, Đặng!” Mars laughed. He even said Lam’s last name with a perfect accent and everything!

			Lam slapped Mars’s open palm, returning the high five. Below the water, Lam’s heart pounded harder than when he was staring over the edge of the precipice.

			Lam followed Mars to a cluster of rocks where Mars pulled him up. As the water dripped from his swim trunks, he caught his own reflection in the water. He was still shocked at how tan he was, thanks to weeks spent under the summer sun. His wild black hair, dripping pond water, exposed his stuck-out ears while looking even more unkempt than usual. He hadn’t had a haircut since before sleepaway camp started. Even though the last few weeks were packed with plenty of physical activity, Lam’s round face remained as round as always. His dark brown eyes crinkled, thanks to his smile. His stretched-out, toothy smile. He hadn’t smiled like that in a long time.

			Middle school was going to be different. Sixth grade was going to be great.

			Lam Đặng had a chance to be whoever he wanted to be.

			He only needed to have the guts to figure out who that was.
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			Chapter Two

			Fermented Spider Eye + Potion of Night Vision

			“Hey Lam! Your tag is sticking out!”

			Lam skidded to a stop in a panic. He instinctively reached for his waistband to tuck the tag back in.

			Wait. These shorts didn’t even have a tag.

			Mars Berger smacked the rubber playground ball and it slammed into Lam’s shin.

			Cheers and groans erupted from the spectators outside the pit. Lam was out.

			Game over.

			Lam stood, frozen in place and jaw open. He couldn’t believe he fell for it.

			Mars Berger jogged over to Lam, throwing an arm over his shoulder. “I was kidding! Next time, don’t let me get in your head.”

			“Yeah,” Lam said with a forced laugh, his cheeks flushed a perfect crimson red. “Right.”

			“But hey, you’ve never made it to the final round before. Last man standing!”

			That was a wrap for their game of gaga ball, a popular schoolyard-type of dodgeball game that takes place in an enclosed pen that they call “the pit.” This round came down to two sets of teams—Mars and his buddy Sam versus Lam and Britt. Britt got Sam out, but then Mars got Britt out. Then it was just down to Mars and Lam. Before the summer, Lam would never have dreamed of stepping into the pit. But when Mars and his buddies asked him to join, Lam couldn’t refuse an invite. This was a real chance to show Mars that he wasn’t some loner who was content sitting on the sidelines. He could be cool. He could be brave. He was more than a wallflower.

			Lam shook his head, hoping to shake out some of the lingering embarrassment. Sure, he fell for Mars’s trick and allowed Mars to get him out, but wouldn’t running around with your tag sticking out be worse?

			No. Of course not. Losing the game was much worse.

			But before Lam could debate the issue with himself further, he felt a zing to his shoulder. “Ow! What was that for?”

			“How could you let him completely humiliate you like that? Humiliate us like that?” It was Britt, one of the four kids that Lam used to play Minecraft with. Britt had earned the nickname “One Hit Crit” thanks to her pure delight in hunting hostile mobs in order to harvest her precious enchantment orbs. She was insatiable. Britt got her kicks by supplying the rest of the group with exceptional gear. Lam once made the mistake of suggesting that Britt could make things easier on herself by simply building a mob farm to automate an endless flow of orbs. Britt was horrified at that suggestion. To her, that would be akin to “cheating”—she wanted to earn her orbs, and that meant taking on mobs by herself.

			Britt’s round cheeks were streaked with mud. Tufts of her frazzled lemon blond hair were coming undone from her loosely wrapped scrunchy. Lam wasn’t sure why Britt wore her glasses during gaga ball, but Britt did a lot of weird things and Lam learned to stop asking a long time ago.

			“You’re not going to punch me again, are you?” asked Lam, bracing for impact.

			“No.” Britt lowered her fist. “But I really, really want to.” Britt was the youngest in a family of eight. She was the only girl among her feral brothers who were always punching, tackling, or wrestling with one another at any given moment. It was only inevitable that some of her siblings’ intensity would rub off on her.

			Lam watched Mars accept a round of high fives from his friends. “That was a pretty stupid move, huh? I looked like a total idiot out there. Do you think he’ll still want to hang out with me again? I blew it with him, didn’t I?”

			“Why are you worried about Mars Berger? He’s the enemy right now! You should be worried that you blew it with me,” said Britt, growling through her braces. “Come on! I know you’re better than this! You’re on my team, remember? Both in and out of the pit!”

			Lam rolled his eyes.

			The “out of the pit” comment was referring to their Minecraft crew named the Killer Bunnies.

			Britt threw two fingers behind her head to give herself “bunny ears”—the official agreed-upon gesture of the Killer Bunnies. “Do the sign, Lam. What, you’re too cool for the ears now?”

			Lam pushed past her, crossing the blacktop to take a drink from the water fountain. There was no way he was going to do the bunny ears—especially in front of Mars Berger. Before Lam could take his first sip, he heard another familiar voice behind him.

			“What are you guys talking about? Minecraft?”

			Lam choked on his sip of water in surprise.

			It was Elias. He came bounding up wearing his standard uniform, his trademark green-and-black hoodie with the iconic creeper pattern, and his favorite beanie that sat loosely upon his head. The beanie was all black except for two purple-and-gray eyes, so that if you pulled it down, it made you look like an Enderman. Lam hadn’t seen Elias since the end of fifth grade, before he was shipped off to sleepaway camp, and it looked like Elias hadn’t gotten himself a haircut all summer. Wisps of unruly black hair crept over his ears, and his long, black bangs drooped, covering his left eye, and he constantly had to shove them to the side.

			“Oh, hey Elias, didn’t even hear you come up,” said Lam, tugging his shirt collar to dry. “How do you always manage to sneak up on me like that? You’re like a ninja or something.”

			“One fermented spider eye. One potion of Night Vision. Come on, now.” Elias slapped Lam on the back. “My, my. It only took a few weeks of summer camp and already you’ve forgotten how to craft Invisibility potions.”

			Lam shook his head, unable to fight back a smile. Elias always had a Minecraft answer for everything. The kid practically lived and breathed the game.

			“We weren’t talking about Minecraft,” Britt chimed in, throwing an elbow into Lam’s side. “I was trying to figure out why Lam would let Mars Berger get into his head like that.”

			Lam started to defend himself when he spotted Mars Berger and his buddies heading over their way.

			“Pretty deadly with those hits, Britt.” Mars smiled. “You’re scary!”

			Britt flexed her muscles, striking an Olympian, warrior-type pose. “Tell me something I don’t know!”

			“And you really know how to duck and dodge, Lam,” said Mars. “Sorry about having to resort to cheap tricks, but when it’s down to just you and me, it’s every man for himself!”

			Lam blushed a bit, waving Mars off. “It’s fine.”

			They all turned to find Elias standing quietly, his hands shoved deep in the front pocket of his hoodie, and rocking back and forth on his heels. Lam had almost forgotten Elias was there.

			“Oh, hey! You’re that kid who is like, super into Minecraft, right?” Mars snapped his fingers, trying to remember. “Eli? Elijah? Elias!”

			Elias froze up. He stared back, mouth shut. He was like a mouse who had suddenly been spotted by a house cat.

			Lam shouted a silent plea in his head. Come on, Elias. Don’t stand there like a total weirdo. Say something. Anything!

			Mars flashed a look at Lam, then continued. “Uh, I play too. We all do.” Mars’s other friends nodded, mumbling various statements of agreement.

			Elias’s eyes widened. Lam braced for impact—you didn’t mention Minecraft to Elias without being prepared for the consequences. It was like waving a steak in front of a hungry dog’s snout. Elias took a step toward Mars, leaning in a little too closely. Mars leaned backward, giving himself space. “Yeah? How do you play? Like, are you more into Creative mode, like just goofing around and building? Are you in it to farm? You like to experiment with redstone? Speedruns more up your alley? Or are you like Britt the One Hit Crit over here who’s in to slay as many hostile mobs as possible?”

			From the back, Britt grinned, waving him off. “Oh, go on!”

			Elias stared, waiting for Mars’s answer. Elias had a way of making everyone uncomfortable with his long, intense, unblinking stares. Lam shifted in place, struggling to think of a strategic way to put this awkward situation out of its misery.

			Mars shrugged, thinking for a bit. “Uh, I guess I like to do a little bit of everything?”

			Elias frowned, clearly disappointed with Mars’s answer. “I see.” He shot Lam a disapproving look.

			Lam silently begged that Elias would leave it at that.

			There was another pause. A really awkward pause. Lam wanted to crawl into a hole and never come out. As if to answer Lam’s prayer, the chime of the school bell rang.

			“Well, it was cool playing with you guys,” Mars said, turning to Lam and Britt. His look of relief at the school bell breaking the silence was undeniable. “Oh! Are any of you planning on going to Donkey Kickoff? If you are, come find us.”

			The Donkey Kickoff was their middle school’s way of “kicking off” the school year—an excuse for the seventh and eighth graders to reunite, but also a way for incoming sixth graders to get used to their new setting and meet new classmates.

			“That’s a generous offer, Mars,” said Elias. “But I don’t think so. Friday nights are usually when we all boot up and—”

			“Yeah, for sure!” Lam jumped in, tempering the excitement in his voice. He couldn’t believe it. Mars Berger was actually inviting them to hang out at the dance! Lam wasn’t planning on going, but he wasn’t about to turn down a chance to hang out with Mars after school hours.

			“I guess Lam speaks for all of us,” said Britt. “See you there, sweet cheeks.”

			“No promises!” Mars laughed as he trotted to class. “Lam? You coming?”

			“In a sec. Gotta tie my shoes.” Lam dropped to his knee, furiously retying his laces. The last thing he needed to do was to trip and faceplant right in front of Mars.

			Britt snatched up her bag. “If I’m late again, Mrs. Yogel will kill me. Later, Bunnies.” She gave herself bunny ears. Lam winced, hoping no one saw her.

			Elias returned his own bunny ears, then waited for Britt to turn the corner. “So you’re going to the dance now?”

			“Well, Britt and I are going. I can probably convince Jazz to go with us too,” Lam said. “Come with us?”

			“Eh. I dunno. Maybe. I mean, I guess my Friday is clear now that we’re not going to get a night of Minecraft in…” Elias trailed off, shoving his hands in his hoodie’s pocket. “Besides, since when did we all start going to dances anyway?”

			“We’re just trying something new, Elias. Not a big deal.” Lam gave his laces a sharp tug, then shouldered his backpack as he headed to class.

			Elias followed closely behind. “So where’ve you been? Never saw you log in once this summer.”

			“Sleepaway camp. And it was one of those camps where you’re not allowed to bring your phones or handhelds or any tech whatsoever. They didn’t even have a computer lab.”

			Elias clutched his heart, flinging himself against the wall. “And your parents allowed this kind of psychological torture?”

			Lam laughed. “Allowed it? They paid good money for it.”

			Elias shook his head, his long bangs swaying. “What’s the world coming to? Well, hey, if you ever want to hop back on Minecraft and we can keep expanding the borders of the Kingdom of the Killer Bunnies, you know where to find me.”

			Mars Berger popped his head back around the corner, waving at him. “Lam?”

			Lam waved back. He spoke to Elias, not looking at him, but mumbling from the side of his mouth. “Yeah. We should dive back in soon. For sure.”
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