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CHAPTER

1

THAT NEW
GAME SMELL

The school bus is a loading screen for my new life, the

empty space in a video game between challenges. I sit by
the window, wondering what’s on the next level and watch-
ing the other kids get on the bus. My new classmates are
wearing the kinds of clothes I thought only people on TV
wore, back before we moved to a big-city suburb.

Mom said I couldn’t bring my handheld on the first
day of school, because I should make friends and not “be
glued to that thing the whole day.” So I spend the ride
imagining myself running along beside the bus, backflipping
over the road signs and vaulting over mailboxes. The land-
scape I'm Mario-ing my way through is home, at least for
now. New town, new house, new school. And no player’s
guide to give me the tips and tricks I need to make it through
the year. This is one game I have to figure out how to beat
on my own.

Mom says she was lucky that a job offer came in as
the company went under. It doesn’t feel so lucky to me,

having to move again during what should have been the first
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week of school. So for the third time in two years, ’'m the
new kid. This time, my sister Lindsay and I are showing up
after everyone has already settled in.

The bus pulls into the school parking lot and I see the
next challenge that Mom’s forced on me. Howard Taft
Middle School, three times the size of any of my old schools.
Gym, classrooms, science labs, auditorium, library—and
three hundred kids in my grade. I stand up with the other
kids and shuffle forward as my heart starts banging like the
drum track for a boss battle.

The loading screen is over. It’s game on.

Yesterday afternoon I came to school, met with the
guidance counselor, and got my class schedule, a map, and
a flier about school spirit. As starting inventories go, it’s
pretty pathetic. Couldn’t I at least get a rusty sword or a
mysterious ancient artifact?

Before I know it I’m staring into the depths of my
locker: Vault 151. Base of operations. Today my vault holds
only the books, pencils, and binders that I brought with
me—but with the right gear, an adventurer can accomplish
anything. I close the door. I’ll just have to find grappling
hooks, spell scrolls, and health potions along the way. Or
maybe an enchanted hammer. I’'m not picky.

I take three steps down the hallway before I realize I’ve
forgotten one key thing: Vault Security. A total noob mis-
take. I go back and pull out my shiny new lock.

As it clicks shut, someone taps me on the shoulder. I

turn around. The girl is a punk princess, with streaks of
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blue in her hair and a black outfit with more flaps and rivets
than I can count. Back in my old school, the only thing that
distinguished groups of kids was whether your shirt was of
a band, a sports team, or a video game. Between this girl
and the kids on the bus, I can’t be more out of my element
with my messy brown hair that hasn’t been cut since ancient
times, my thick-rimmed glasses, and my favorite T-shirt—
Link from Legend of Zelda holding his bow and leading
Robin Hood’s merry men out of Sherwood Forest. Even the
shirt, as much as I love it, is starting to get too small.

“Hi, 'm Maya,” she says.

“Um, hi, 'm Josh,” I answer. A couple of her friends
are watching from down the hall.

She points at my lock. “I...think you just put your
lock on my locker.”

“No, this is mine, it’s 151.”

She raises an eyebrow and points to the number above
the locker that I’ve bolted shut: 153. I feel like even more
of a noob than before. In my rush to secure the vault, I've
snapped my lock on the wrong door.

I grab the lock with my left hand and stare at it. The
other day I committed the combination to memory and
destroyed the paper, secret agent style.

“I, uh...” My brain shuts down, like a glitchy game
that freezes just before a crucial moment.

If only I had the ability to figure out the combination
by listening as I spun the dial, or casting an opening spell.

But that takes years of wizard school, and all I’ve learned
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in the last couple years are the key dates of the Revolutionary
War and how to reduce fractions and—

The bell rings. I glance at the Punk Princess.

“Seriously? You forgot the combination?” Maya rolls
her eyes.

“I don’t know . . . should we . ..” My voice trails off.

bl

“Great, now I'm going to be late.” Maya sighs.
“Wait here.”
P > As she walks away, I notice that her
backpack has a patch with a punk Princess
- @ Daisy on it. I want to say how cool it is, but
what’s the point? She already hates me.

Kids head to their homerooms and the hallways empty
out. Maya comes back with the guidance counselor, Mr.
Alpert, in tow. Mom and I met with him yesterday for my
quick orientation. He has platinum blond hair and pale skin,
and is about nine feet tall. Or something. I’'m not so good
at estimating the height of things that high up. I can’t help
thinking he’s some kind of frost giant trying to pass as a
human.

“Don’t worry, Josh, the janitor’s coming to cut it off,”
Mr. Alpert says. “I was looking for you anyway, to make
sure you got to your first class.” For a huge guy, he has this
tiny, tiny voice, like he’s afraid if he speaks too loudly he’ll
break something. And I can see why he had a hard time
finding me—we must all look like ants to him.

I keep looking down at my sneakers, hoping that this

will all be over soon.





