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STANDING IN A BEAM OF LIGHT, NEIL ANDERTOL GAZED AT A crisp American flag and a medal hanging from a silken cord. The award was a lustrous silver, and the word HONOR sat above three eagles.

Neil looked at his chest and could almost feel the heft of the medal as it rested above his heart. He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. The days of keeping his military exploits a secret would soon be over. Eager to receive the military’s highest honors, he stepped forward.

Smack.



“Ow!” Neil winced as he slammed his glasses into a Plexiglas case. He rubbed the grease smudge his nose left behind.

The showcase in front of Neil was filled with uniforms, honors, and a list of the dangerous, declassified missions completed by the American Air Force. Neil pictured himself in one of the flight jumpsuits—they looked exactly like the one Neil had worn when he piloted top secret technology over his Memorial Day long weekend.

Today, Neil’s uniform was a gray hooded sweatshirt and wrinkled khaki shorts that had gone unwashed for the entire summer and into the second week of eighth grade at Romare Smythe Junior High. His black hair was shaggy, making him look younger, but also adding an extra inch to his height.

“What’s that medal?” said Neil’s friend Tyler, who was standing next to Neil and eating a piece of expired beef jerky.

With his pale skin and sunken eyes from late-night gaming sessions, Tyler looked like a cave creature—or, at least, an animal that a cave creature had captured to eat at a later time.



“Oh, nothing important,” Neil replied. “What’s the status of the mission?”

With a sideways glance at the nearby security guard, Tyler whispered, “I have acquired the wireless password.” He crumpled his jerky wrapper and tossed it toward a trash can. He missed and went to go pick it up. “And I ran a test video—seven minutes should be no problem. The audio sounds great. We can do this.”

“Copy that.”

The two ran to catch up to their group, a pack of disinterested teenagers, also known as the annual eighth-grade field trip. Neil and his classmates were chaperoned by the gym teacher and wrestling coach, Mr. Rhome.

He was a stocky former semipro baseball player with scruffy hair and a duck-like waddle. To make matters worse, Mr. Rhome’s favorite student was the bully Tommy Scott, who was leading the group with his cronies.

The field trip pushed on through the building’s main corridor. A series of arched doorways led to the planetarium.



“Welcome to your own Greater Colorado Museum and Planetarium,” a voice resonated from a speaker. The woman’s voice was robotic, like a spaceship’s evil artificial intelligence. “The next planetarium show will begin in thirteen minutes and forty-eight seconds.”

“Perfect. Just enough time for a new record,” Tyler said, rubbing his nose with the corner of his vest. He seemed to have an “anything goes” policy in terms of personal hygiene, always aggressively blowing his nose or clipping his fingernails in public places. Coming from a household where hands were sanitized roughly every twenty minutes, Neil was always a bit jealous.

“If we break the record, we’ll definitely be in the ‘Reboot Spotlight,’” Neil said excitedly.

The current online fad, “Guerilla IMAXing,” involved playing the most difficult level of your favorite game projected in random public spaces. Games were broadcast on movie theater screens, sides of digital bus advertisements, or anywhere else creative nerds could think of. Neil had watched every video uploaded to his favorite gaming site, Internet Piraseas. From an online server aboard his private yacht, the site was run by Reboot Robiski, child hacker and international man of mystery. Videos in the “Reboot Spotlight” received instant fame.



Out of every available online clip, the only one attempted at a planetarium was a measly six minutes, with terrible quality and no audio. A few days before the field trip, Neil had recruited Tyler to help him pull off something much better.

Neil knew their mission would catch the eye of random gamers, but he couldn’t help but think it would also impress his friends from the Chameleon Mission. He missed all of them, even Trevor at this point.

“Great job, Lieutenant,” said Neil.

“You too, Viceroy,” replied Tyler, who was still grasping the proper rank terminology.

Mr. Rhome slowed to a halt in the central hub of the Greater Colorado Museum and Planetarium and Homestyle Buffet. It was only recently that the all-you-can-eat buffet had been installed, hoping people would come for the food and stay for the exhibits. Sadly, it only proved that mini corn dogs were more popular than the sum of all human knowledge.

Neil watched the bustling entrance of the buffet, where children and their grandmothers in sparkly sweaters scurried to grab lunch.



“Okay, everyone! Here’s the game plan: You all have tickets for the planetarium show in about thirteen minutes, after which you’ll have a little time to explore the exhibits,” said Mr. Rhome, handing a stack of tickets to the group.

“I’ll meet you back at this spot in two hours,” he went on. “I’d go with you, but it’s a full house. Plus I hear this place has endless chicken tenders.” The haggard gym teacher looked down at his watch and added, “Matter of fact, let’s call it two and a half hours. Think I saw a soft-serve ice cream machine, too.”

Neil watched his chaperone head off toward the famed one-hundred-foot-long salad bar. He’d worried that ditching the field trip would prove difficult, but Mr. Rhome obviously wanted the mission to succeed as well.

“And the vulture is out of the nest,” whispered Neil to Tyler.

As Tommy Scott and other classmates began looking at a display on Siberian glaciers, Neil and Tyler sidled toward the planetarium. They had ten minutes and thirty-seven seconds to complete their Guerilla IMAXing before the show began. Time was of the essence.

The boys ducked under the velvet ropes at the entrance of a dark tunnel.



“Mission: Guerilla IMAX is fully a go,” Neil said as he and Tyler poked their heads in the empty planetarium. “And we’ve got the place to ourselves.”

Tyler ran to the planetarium’s massive projector and began connecting software. The start-up screen washed over the domed ceiling above them. Neil removed his gaming tablet from a baggy cargo pocket and powered it up.

It all reminded Neil of his mission from the beginning of the summer: the rush of danger, the buzz of the equipment in his hand. Playing games at home didn’t give him the same sort of adrenaline—Neil needed more.

“Wanna come over tonight and do some gaming?” Tyler asked as he looked through the inside of his vest, which was lined with rows of cables and electronic adaptors. “My babysitter’s pretty cool about curfews. We can stay up all night and play Enchanted Poachers. You can even roll the die first.”

“Ah, thanks, Tyler,” Neil said reluctantly. “But I’ve got a big team game of—”

“Oh, that’s right, Chameleon. I forgot your big match was this Friday. Man, you really love this game,” Tyler said. “Well, maybe I can give it another shot? Or just watch you, really. You’re like a video game sensei.”



“Um, well, tonight will be rough. Since I’ve refused to mow the lawn all summer out of protest, my mom’s not really letting me have anybody over,” Neil lied. “But Janey’s doing karate tournaments all over the place these days, so some weekend I’ll plan to stay with you.” Neil tried to sound reassuring.

The truth was, Neil’s mom probably wouldn’t mind Tyler coming over. But Neil just couldn’t risk him being around for the evening.

“I get it, no worries,” said Tyler, his tongue darting at the corner of his mouth as he successfully logged onto the museum’s system.

“Next time,” Neil said, handing Tyler his gaming tablet to get set up. “I promise.”

Every weekend since the Air Force had recruited him to rescue a top secret fighter jet, Neil tried to organize a huge game of Chameleon for all his fellow recruits. But whether it was Biggs moving his compost pile or Yuri’s boarding school banning the internet, something always prevented the whole group from playing together. Sam was barely around, seemingly always swept along wherever her father was deployed. She was hardly ever logged on to Chameleon.



The game tonight was to be different, though. Neil had heard back from everyone, and all eleven had confirmed they’d make it. He was counting down the hours.

“Okay, we’re set up,” Tyler said, handing Neil’s tablet back to him. He had a similar one cradled in his skinny hands. “I connected you wirelessly, and I’m plugged in to record. I’ll get a screen capture of what’s on the projector, and I’ll time it as well. And I’ve piped in the audio to the speakers. This is gonna be unreal.”

“You’re getting a promotion, soldier,” Neil said, excitement and nervousness competing for first place in the pit of his stomach.

Neil took a deep breath and lay down in a chair looking up. With shaky fingers, he pushed start, and Chameleon appeared overhead, projected out into the dome of the planetarium. It looked a little distorted at first, but Neil’s eyes quickly adjusted. It was almost like watching a kaleidoscope.



“Awesome,” Neil and Tyler said in unison as Neil’s jet fighter appeared overhead. It sped ahead and executed a series of controlled rolls, the audio piping into the theater with crystal clear surround sound. A summer of playing Chameleon had Neil’s skills in peak condition—not to mention, of course, that he had flown the real thing, a jet that actually turned invisible. As Neil executed flawless dives and took out countless enemy fighters, he lost sight of the fact that he was playing in a planetarium, completely illegally. He felt like he was back on the mission—back with his friends.

“We’ve passed seven minutes. The record is ours!” Tyler shouted, before quickly covering his mouth with a clammy hand.

Neil smiled, but heard a rustling from the doorway—the sound of the velvet ropes out front being unclipped.

“The vulture is coming back to the nest!” Tyler whispered. But Neil pressed on, knowing each passing second could lead to online celebrity. His palms grew sweaty, and he soon heard Tyler clanging around somewhere inside the projector. Neil turned his eyes from the planetarium’s ceiling to the small screen of his tablet. He pressed a flurry of buttons, and his fighter was soon invisible. Neil tried to remember the subtle buzzing he felt when doing so in a real-life Chameleon.

But Neil’s heart jumped as he heard a voice that was distinctly not Tyler’s. Time was up.



A thin museum worker was leading the rest of Neil’s class inside, ushering them into the open planetarium with a raised hand.

“Hello, everyone. My name is Nebula, and I’m an extremely unpaid volunteer at your favorite museum, planetarium, and buffet,” said a girl who could’ve passed for Biggs’s sister. She had chin-length brown hair that was clumped in dreadlocks and tied back. Over a long flowing skirt, she wore a blue polo with the museum’s logo on it and a large round button that said ASK ME ABOUT OUR WALKING SUNDAE BAR TOUR!

“Oh, and nice to see a few of you already enjoying the facility,” she said, looking at Neil and Tyler. Neil panicked and looked upward but was impressed to see only stars. Tyler had managed to switch the source on the fancy projector with only a second to spare. As if they were just waiting patiently, the two waved awkwardly from the cushy reclined seats adjacent to the projector.

Mission: Guerilla IMAX was a total success!



“Our state-of-the-art telescope is one of the largest in the West—able to see galaxies unfathomable distances away,” Nebula explained. “Okay, everybody, time for the show!” she announced, drawing closed a heavy, light-blocking curtain in front of the planetarium’s doorway. “I hope everyone has their exploring caps on. I know I do. I made it myself,” said Nebula, who clearly wasn’t wearing any type of visible real-world headwear.

Neil was impressed Tyler was miraculously able to change the video feed to the projector, and he slyly exited the game on his tablet before any noises gave him away. He breathed a sigh of relief. He’d done it.

“Hey, Night Light, don’t get scared when it gets dark in here,” yelled Tommy, biting into a vanilla ice cream cone despite the NO FOOD ALLOWED IN THE PLANETARIUM sign on the wall. “You can sit near an exit sign if you need the light.”

After Neil beat Tommy at Chameleon—at Tommy’s own sleepover—the bully’s hatred of Neil had only gotten worse. He’d stopped calling Neil “Neandertol,” but now he had a new nickname. While Neil had really left the sleepover to go help the Air Force, Tommy told everyone that Neil was too scared to stay over because he was afraid of the dark. And so “Night Light” was born.



As a promise to Major Jones, Neil made sure his adventure remained a secret, but it wasn’t easy when he kept finding Disney princess lights plastered to his locker.

Nebula dimmed the lights, and the giant ceiling was illuminated with stars.

“Class, above you’ll see the night sky as viewed through our telescope,” Nebula said. “You can see how much more of the cosmos is visible without light pollution.”

Neil watched as a comet or asteroid passed above. It cut through the sky in a bright slash.

“Was that an asteroid?” questioned Tyler.

“It could be,” replied Nebula. “An asteroid last hit Earth sixty-six million years ago, and many scientists believe a crater in Mexico, just off the coast, is the mark of this impact. It wiped out any dinosaurs that were unable to fly,” answered Nebula.

I wonder if Sam’s heard of that crater. I’m sure she has. . . .

Neil missed talking with Sam daily and hearing her spout off all the random space knowledge bouncing around her brain.

“What’s the crater called?” Neil asked.

“Will it happen again?” asked someone in a comfy chair behind Neil.



“Are you stupid? Of course it can’t ever happen again. We’d blow it up before it even gets close,” said Tommy.

“Chicxulub. The Chicxulub crater,” said Nebula. “Something you can Google tonight after you plant the sapling I’m giving each of you.”

Chicxulub. I’ll tell Sam.

Just then a phone ring echoed through the expansive planetarium. Neil froze as he recognized the ringtone that continued to pulse—the one specifically designated for his mother.

Neil realized that while they successfully switched the video feed, he hadn’t cut the audio from his game, and it was still being broadcast through the system’s speakers. Tommy looked over and caught Neil squirming.

“Hm, well, can’t say I’ve seen this before. If I could have everyone silence their phones, please,” Nebula shouted over the phone ringing. After four beats Neil’s phone once again went silent.

But before Neil could silence his phone, a bubbling sound alerted everyone in the planetarium that Neil had a new text. Tommy Scott cracked a devilish smile.

“Phone, read text,” Tommy shouted right at Neil, using Neil’s voice commands for evil purposes.



Oh no.

“Ah, ixnay that, phone robot.”

“Reading text from Mom,” a choppy robot voice said over the speakers. “Hey, Neil.”

Tommy Scott turned to Neil with a smug smile.

“Janey’s waiting to hear about being an alternate for a big karate tournament this weekend. Just wanted to keep you updated. Love you, Boogercheeks. Mommy.”

Neil wanted to melt into the slanted floor below him. Everyone around him laughed as Tommy Scott high-fived anyone in a four-foot radius.

“Folks, this behavior is strictly against museum policy,” said Nebula through gritted teeth. “Who among you is Boogercheeks? Show yourself! The remainder of the show’s been canceled. I’m finding your teacher.”

Wishing he could just disappear, Neil strained his eyes upward toward the live feed of space. His focus was quickly drawn to a bright light. It looked like the asteroid they saw earlier, but it was moving faster and upward. It lingered in sight a bit longer, then sped off in a smooth crescent away from the range of the telescope.



“Hey, what was that flash of light that just happened? That seemed different from that asteroid,” Neil asked Nebula as the houselights were turned back on.

“Probably just space junk, kid,” Nebula snapped. “Now, all of you, head out!”

Neil rushed out of the planetarium before the rest of the class, heading toward the parking lot with their school’s bus and past the buffet. He was nearly to a buffet station featuring large pieces of meat being hacked apart under warm lamps when he heard the dense, husky voice of one Tommy Scott.

“Way to go, Night Light,” he shouted at Neil. “Now we have to go back to school. And we don’t even get to eat.”

Neil turned away and kept walking, toward what looked to be a dinosaur skeleton made out of rotini. But Tommy wouldn’t be ignored as he reached for a fistful of applesauce and flung it at the back of Neil’s neck. Neil’s back arched from cold shock as the soppy fruit sauce dripped down his back.

“What are you gonna do about it, Night Light?” Tommy snorted.

Neil turned away to avoid anything further, but he felt a blob of pudding splatter on his back.

Okay, not cool.



Neil turned around, staring at Tommy Scott and the two lackeys positioned behind him.

“You know what, applesauce me once, shame on me. But do it twice, ham on you,” Neil said, grabbing a few glistening chunks of carved ham. He tossed them perfectly at Tommy, connecting solidly with his face and chest. While it maybe wasn’t his best pun, Neil felt pretty good about it. But after Tommy mopped the cooked meat from his face, the food fight was officially on.

He threw the face ham back at Neil, but it hit a group of kids having lunch with their babysitter. Neil turned to apologize but was greeted with a few handfuls of spaghetti.

“Food fight!” yelled Tyler, who rushed to Neil’s side. He slung sliced beets like tiny Frisbees, while ladles full of mashed potatoes flew in all directions. Everyone in the general area, child or not, began firing back. Neil witnessed a full-grown man wearing a shirt with two wolves on it chuck spare ribs at a group of Neil’s classmates. Cubes of Jell-O bounced across the floor as Tommy and a goon cranked on the soft-serve ice cream machine.



Tommy let frozen clumps fill his hand before catapulting them Neil’s way. Neil grabbed a tray to use as a shield and did his best to deflect the rounds being fired at him. But as the food-launching chaos grew more intense, the ear-piercing shriek of Mr. Rhome’s whistle caught everyone’s attention. Neil was frozen in mid–Brussels sprout toss.

“Andertol! I can’t believe you!” Mr. Rhome shouted, spitting out chicken nuggets. He stood next to Nebula and a middle-aged museum director with wispy black and gray hair. “Sounds like we’re gonna have to cancel this trip and leave early because of you! And now this?”

The rest of Neil’s classmates groaned as they brushed peas out of their hair.

Neil and Tommy glared at each other as they slowly dropped any edible weaponry.

“And you’ll all figure out how to repay damages,” said the museum worker next to Mr. Rhome. “You kids got vanilla soft-serve all over the Neanderthal exhibit. Those cavemen are dry-clean only!”

Neil felt one hundredth his normal size. He had gone from the highest heights of filmed online gaming immortality to the museum’s number one public enemy, completely soaked in Thousand Island dressing.
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NEIL HOPPED DOWN THE STAIRS OF HIS SCHOOL BUS AND heard the doors squeak shut. The bus rumbled into gear and drove away in a black cloud of exhaust. From the corner of his eye, he watched a car slowly turn a corner and creep up behind him. Neil cocked his head to see a glossy black vehicle, and his pulse jumped in anticipation. For the last three months, any dark SUV had Neil hoping for another adventure, another burlap sack to be thrown over his head.



As Neil’s neighbor rolled by with a cheery wave from her decidedly not-undercover car, he knew it was an ordinary bad day.

I do have gravy still in my sock, so maybe not totally ordinary.

Sunshine peeked over the clouds as Neil followed the street to his house. On his porch, he grasped the front door’s handle and pushed, but it was locked.

“Mom! Janey! Open up!” Neil yelled, ringing the doorbell. After a few more fist pounds and no response, Neil turned to the front yard. He grabbed the family’s secret rock that housed a key and, currently, two slugs.

Neil pushed open the door and returned the house key to the fake rock.

“Hello? Anybody?” Neil asked to no response, stepping into the kitchen. “I also just want to get this out of the way, but there’s a good chance I’m banned for life from the museum.”

No one replied.

He saw a sticky note clinging to the hood above the stove, and Neil could hear his mother’s hurried tone as she scribbled:



Hi, honey, Janey was accepted into the karate tournament I called you about—woo-hoo!

Neil shook his head and ate an angry bite of cereal, wondering if starting tomorrow he would be known as Boogercheeks to the entire eighth grade, and possibly ninth.

It’s an hour north, so we had to get on the road. We’ll be back Sunday, and Dad should be, too, but his site needed him to work through the weekend somewhere in Montana. The sitter should be there around five. Love you, Mom.

“A sitter? Aw, man,” Neil said to the stove. That meant hanging out with a community college sophomore named Vanessa, who refused to let Neil play video games all night. She used phrases like “Your brain needs to be engaged” and “Video games rot your third eye.” Neil despised Vanessa weekends, and he couldn’t wait until he could stay at home alone. His mother always promised he could when he turned fourteen, and his winter birthday couldn’t come soon enough.

“Skeeroonk!”



An animal squawk rang out from the backyard.

“Okay, okay, Regina,” Neil said, shaking his head as he scurried toward the sound. He spilled out from the back door toward a small fenced-in area tucked between two seven-foot-tall hedges.

Neil squished through the foliage and opened a gate in the fence to reveal a tiny ostrich, complete with a full house and habitat. She was much shorter than the ones Neil had seen—and ridden—on his mission to a South Pacific island chain, because she was still young. She had arrived that summer as a large speckled egg, in a wooden crate from Harris. Neil took it as Harris’s way of apologizing for the whole “stealing top secret intel to become the kingpin of the video game underworld” ordeal. Neil’s mother and father took it as an attempt to kill all the grass on their lawn.

He had fibbed, telling them it was a class pet that grew too big for the classroom and that he had been selected as its lucky caretaker. Neil knew this would buy him enough time to figure out where he could house a fully grown ostrich.



“Hi, Regina,” Neil said to the tiny animal. She cocked her head and pecked at the ground. “I’m not gonna reach my hand in there for a while. You almost took a pinkie off the other day. I’ve got a big match that’s going to start soon.”

Neil tossed two handfuls of Grade A ostrich pellets into Regina’s cage and filled her water dish. She spread her wings and flapped them a couple times.

“See you later, Regina,” he said, and he turned back to his house. He grabbed a juice from the kitchen and bounded up his carpeted stairs with a grin. He pressed a button on his white controller and jolted his console out of sleep mode. His in-box held a total of three new messages. Neil clicked on the first, an audio message from Sam. It was her first in weeks: “Going to get another practice session in with Fury, may be a bit late for the team game. Excited to play!”

Neil smiled.
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