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Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in this book are those of the characters and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of BART Studio Press. The publisher and author make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation warranties of fitness for a particular purpose.
This book is intended for entertainment purposes. The story contains scenes of mild peril, school-related mischief, and lockpicking. No actual locks, trophies, or principals were harmed in the making of this book. Do not attempt lockpicking, basement exploration, or fighting time-eating villains at home. Always do your homework first.

The views, opinions, and questionable life choices expressed in this book belong solely to the characters and do not reflect the official policy or position of BART Studio Press, Hazelwood Middle School (fictional or otherwise), or any principals, past or present.

DO NOT TRY THIS AT HOME

Seriously. Don't.

The Homework Heist League are highly trained professionals. Well, moderately trained. Okay, they're twelve-year-olds who figured things out as they went. But still—they had each other. You have a book.

Do not attempt to:

	Pick locks (especially if you don't know what you're doing)

	Explore basements (especially if they glow)

	Fight principals (especially if their watch is suspicious)

	Talk to mops (they're usually not as friendly as B-12)

	Steal trophies (even if they technically belong to someone else)

	Start your own League without a stapler (you'll need one)


Always do your homework first. We mean it.

PUBLISHER'S NOTE

This book is a work of creative fiction designed to entertain, inspire, and remind readers that even the smallest acts of courage can change everything. The publisher and author make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation warranties of fitness for a particular purpose.

But we do guarantee you'll have a good time reading it.



A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

To everyone who ever felt like their "almost" wasn't enough—your unfinished things matter. Keep fighting for them. Keep finishing them. And if you ever need backup, find your League.

They're out there. You just haven't met them yet.



THANK YOU

To librarians, teachers, parents, and anyone who puts a book in a kid's hands. You're the real heroes. No capes required.
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Hazelwood Middle Has a Problem
Every school has rules.

Hazelwood Middle has more.

Rule #1: No running in the halls.
Rule #2: No gum under the desks.
Rule #3: No losing. Ever.
That last one isn’t in the handbook. But everyone knows it.

Principal Tom Varn makes sure of it. He’s been principal for 31 years. He hates tardy slips. He hates budget cuts. He hates when the Lightning lose.

And when Hazelwood loses? Things go missing.

Pep rallies get “canceled.” Art shows get “postponed.” Science fairs get “budget held.” Nobody cries. Nobody argues. It’s just... gone. Like it never happened.

Except it did.

And Maya Chen remembers.

Maya remembers everything. Like the time the spring play was canceled the day before opening night. Like the time the girls’ soccer team won 2-1, but the trophy vanished and everyone acted like they’d lost. Like the time her friend Priya stopped drawing dragons because “art doesn’t test well.”

Maya doesn’t know why she remembers. She just does.

So do three other kids:

Dez Ramirez hears lost things. Keys. Erasers. Years of detention slips. They talk to him. Usually they say “help.” Sometimes they say “duck.”

Priya Kapoor sees patterns. In numbers. In schedules. In the way Varn’s watch glows gold every time something gets canceled. She has notebooks. Lots of notebooks.

Tyler “Lock” Lopez can open any door. Locker. Classroom. Fallout shelter from 1972. He learned because he had to. Because some doors shouldn’t stay locked.

Together, they’re not a club. Clubs get canceled.

They’re the Homework Heist League.

HHL Rule #1: No one gets left behind.
HHL Rule #2: Homework first, heist second.
HHL Rule #3: Be unpredictable.
Their first mission? Steal back a trophy.

Their real mission? Steal back everything.

Because Hazelwood Middle doesn’t just have a principal.

It has a Vault.

In the basement. Full of jars. Full of light. Full of every game, every play, every science fair that didn’t get to happen.

And Varn isn’t the only one feeding on it.

He’s just the first one they caught.

There’s a new assistant principal now. Ms. Flores. Her watch glows, too. And she has a list.

Art Room Inspiration – Spring.

The League has a list, too.

Rule #7: We finish each other’s.

So grab a pencil. Check for spiders. Watch the halls.

Because at Hazelwood, saving the world is due Tuesday.

But decimals are due tomorrow.

And the bell’s about to ring.



WHAT YOU’LL FIND INSIDE:

	A mop that tells the truth

	A moldy sandwich used as a weapon

	A principal who turns into dust

	A math test that’s harder than a heist

	And a League of kids who decided that “canceled” isn’t an ending. It’s a beginning.


WARNING: This book contains humor, heart, and homework. Side effects may include starting your own League, talking to lost erasers, and believing that unfinished things deserve to be finished.

Proceed with caution.

And a stapler.

—The Homework Heist League
Room 12. Hazelwood Middle.
We don’t lose. We just get grounded.
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Chapter 1: The Day the Trophy Disappeared
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Mondays are bad. Mondays at a new school are worse. Mondays at a new school where you trip on the cafeteria steps and launch your chocolate milk like a NASA experiment? That’s a Hazelwood Middle School special.

That was me: Maya Chen, 12, professional new kid. This was day five.

“Watch it, Hazard,” said a girl with a soccer jersey as I mopped milk off my jeans. Her jersey said Martinez on the back. She didn’t look mad, just busy. “You’re in the stampede lane.”

“Stampede lane?” I asked.

She pointed down the hall. A river of kids in green and gold was jogging toward the gym, chanting something I couldn’t catch. Posters flapped on the walls: GO LIGHTNING! ASSEMBLY TODAY! TROPHY TIME!

Oh. Right. The assembly. The one every single person had mentioned since I got here.

“First trophy in school history,” Martinez said, like she was reading my brain. “Girls’ soccer. We beat Westridge 2-1 on Saturday. If you’d been here, you would’ve seen me score the winner.” She grinned, then got serious. “Coach says Principal Varn’s giving us the trophy at assembly. Don’t be late. Varn hates late.”

She took off with the stampede, ponytail bouncing.

I wasn’t planning to be late. I was planning to be invisible. New kid rule #1: Do not get noticed until you figure out who the werewolves are. Every school has them. Sometimes they’re bullies. Sometimes they’re teachers. Sometimes they’re the PTA.

At Hazelwood, I was still taking notes.

The gym smelled like old socks and floor polish. Bleachers were already packed. A banner hung over the basketball hoop: CONGRATS LIGHTNING – 2026 DISTRICT CHAMPS. Beneath it, an empty table with a gold cloth. That’s where the trophy would go.

I slid into the back row of the 7th grade section. A kid next to me was reading a comic book hidden inside his math textbook. Smart.

“Is the trophy huge?” I whispered.

The comic-book kid didn’t look up. “Coach Lin said it’s taller than a microwave. She cried when she saw it.”

Before I could answer, the gym doors banged open. Everyone sat up straighter. Principal Varn walked in.

Principal Varn looked like every principal AI would generate if you typed “slightly tired man in charge of children.” Gray suit. Gray hair. Glasses. Clip-on tie. He’d been principal for “thirty-one glorious years,” according to the sign in the office.

Except today, something was off.

First, he wasn’t tired. He was bouncy. Like he’d chugged three juice boxes. He practically skipped to the microphone. Second, his hair wasn’t gray. It was brown. Like, my-dad-brown. Had he dyed it?

Third — and this was the weird one — his watch was glowing.

Not the screen-glow of an Apple Watch. This was a chunky silver watch with a normal face. But the edges of it were lit up, faint gold, like there was a firefly trapped under the glass. I blinked. Still glowing.

“Good morning, Hazelwood,” Varn said. His voice was loud. Too loud. “What an exciting—”

He stopped. Frowned at a piece of paper someone handed him. The gym got quiet. Two thousand kids doing that thing where you can hear someone’s backpack zipper from across the room.

Varn cleared his throat. He didn’t look bouncy anymore.

“Students... I have an announcement.” He took his glasses off, then put them back on. “Due to... unexpected budget adjustments... today’s assembly is canceled.”

The gym exploded.

“WHAT?”
“No way!”
“Coach promised!”
The soccer team stood up all at once. Martinez, in the front row, looked like someone had just kicked her dog. “The trophy,” she said. Not shouting. Just... broken.

Varn held up his hands. His watch glowed brighter when he did. I swear it did. “I understand your disappointment. Truly. But district funding has been... reallocated. The trophy presentation will be postponed indefinitely.”

“Postponed to when?” shouted a boy in a Lightning jersey.

Varn’s smile was a sticker. It didn’t fit his face. “We’ll let you know. Now, please return to your first period classes in an orderly—”

He didn’t finish. The booing drowned him out. I’d never heard two thousand kids boo before. It was impressive. It was also kind of awesome.

Then Varn did something I’ll never forget. He looked right at the soccer team — right at Martinez — and he winked.

Not a fun, we’re in on a joke wink. A I know something you don’t wink. And when he did, his watch flared. Gold light, bright enough that the kid in front of me went “Whoa.”

Then the lights in the gym flickered. Just for a second. Like the whole school had blinked.

“Classes. Now,” Varn said, and walked out. He wasn’t bouncy anymore. He was normal-principal slouchy again. And his hair, under the gym lights... was definitely gray again.

I must have imagined the brown. Right?

The stampede reversed. Now everyone was shuffling, mad. The soccer team stayed standing longest. Coach Lin, a tiny woman with a whistle around her neck, had her arm around Martinez. Coach was crying for real this time.

I felt it in my stomach. That unfair feeling. The one that shows up when adults say “life isn’t fair” like that’s a good reason to make it worse.

New kid rule #2: Don’t start fights on week one.

But rule #0, the one I never tell anyone: If you see something wrong, you don’t unsee it.



First period was Science with Mr. Flores. He tried to teach about the water cycle while twenty-seven 12-year-olds acted like their puppy had been canceled.

“Budget adjustments happen,” Mr. Flores said, drawing a sad cloud on the board. “It’s disappointing, but—”

“It’s not about the trophy!” shouted a girl with blue braids. “It’s about them not even trying. We worked all year!”

Mr. Flores erased his sad cloud. “I know. I coached boys’ track for ten years. We never got a banner. But you know what we did get? Grit.”

A boy in the back muttered, “Grit doesn’t go on college applications.”

I put my head down and drew a box in my notebook. Inside the box I wrote: THINGS THAT DON’T MAKE SENSE.

	Varn’s watch glowed.

	Varn looked younger, then older.

	Lights flickered when watch flashed.

	Varn winked like a villain.

	“Budget cuts” on the same day we win first trophy ever?


I tapped my pencil. I wanted to write #6: I’m probably making this up because I’m the new kid and I want a mystery to solve. But I didn’t.

Because of rule #0.



The rest of the day felt like a rainy day, even though it was sunny. At lunch, the soccer team sat together and didn’t talk. At last period, Coach Lin wasn’t in her office. Her door was locked, lights off.

After the final bell, I took the long way to the bus. Mostly because I didn’t actually know where the bus was yet. Hazelwood was built in 1972 and it looked like it. Half the hallways ended in random stairs. The other half smelled like someone’s leftover tuna sandwich from 1998.

I was passing the gym when I heard a clink.

The gym doors were propped open. Inside, the bleachers were pushed back. The CONGRATS LIGHTNING banner was gone. The table with the gold cloth was gone. Like the assembly had never happened.

And in the middle of the floor, sweeping up invisible dirt, was the janitor.

He was old. Like, taught Varn when Varn was a student old. White hair, blue coveralls, key ring the size of a frisbee. His name tag said MR. K.

He didn’t look up when I walked in. “Gym’s closed, Hazard.”

“How’d you know my name?” I asked. I hadn’t told him.

“Know all the kids’ names,” he said. “New ones ping my radar.” He pushed the broom. Swish. Swish. “You should get to your bus. Grown folk are in a mood today.”

“Because of the trophy?” I said before I could stop myself.

The broom stopped. Mr. K leaned on it. He had eyes like old pennies. Shiny and worn. “You saw something, huh.”

It wasn’t a question.

“His watch,” I said. “It was glowing. And he looked younger. For a second.”

Mr. K nodded, like I’d told him it might rain. “Yep. That’ll happen.”

“Wait, what do you mean ‘that’ll happen’?”

He started sweeping again. “You ask a lot of questions for a kid who’s supposed to be invisible.”

Heat rushed to my face. “I’m not— how did you—”

“Relax. Invisible’s smart. But some things see you back.” He pushed a pile of nothing into a dustpan. “Go home, Maya Chen. Do your homework. Don’t go looking for trouble.”

“I’m not looking for—”

“Trouble’s looking for you,” he said. “Always does, with your type.”

“My type?”

“Kids who notice.” He dumped the empty dustpan into a trash can. “They feed on unfinished things, you know.”
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