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To the original and inspirational SPHDZ of P.S. 58: Adam, Addy, Andrea, Bianca, Brad, Carlyle, Cedrick, David, Evie, Jonathan, Jordan, Jose, Kristin, Lily, Mickel, Nelson, Peyton, Reginn, Ryan, and Steven.

To their very SPHDZ teachers Sandi and Emily.

And to their ultimate SPHDZ principal, Giselle.

—J. S.

To Kent and Marian Prigmore. Thanks for letting your son grow up to be a SPHDZ. I love you guys.

—S. P.
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Michael K. knew his first day in a new school in a new city was going to be weird. How could a first day at someplace in Brooklyn, New York, called P.S. 858 not be weird?

He just had no idea it could be this weird.

Michael K. had been in fifth grade for only twenty minutes, and already

1. Mrs. Halley had stuck him in the slow group with the two strange new kids,

2. the new girl had eaten half of his only pencil, and

3. the new boy had just told Michael K. that they were Spaceheadz from another planet.
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    “Uh, yeah,” said Michael K. “I just moved here too.”

    The girl flexed an arm. “SMACKDOWN,” she said in a voice like a wrestling announcer.

    “Very nice.” Michael K. nodded.

    Sure, he was a new kid too. But these other new kids were seriously creeping him out. He did not want to get stuck with these losers on the first day of school. It could ruin his whole life.

    The boy nodded back. “JUST DO IT.”

    The girl drew on her Star Wars lunch box:

    SPHDZ

    This was getting beyond weird.

    “Michael K., I’M LOVING IT!” said the boy. “We need your help. You must become a SPHDZ. Save your world. I am Bob.”

    “Jennifer,” said the girl in that deep, echoing voice.

    Michael K. watched Jennifer crunch the last of his Dixon Ticonderoga No. 2.

    How did this new kid Bob know his name? Michael K. hadn’t said it. What did he mean, “save your world”? Were they just messing with him? Yeah, that was it. They were just goofing around.

    Michael K. decided he would goof right back . . . then move his seat as far away from them as possible.

    “I get it,” said Michael K. “You are Spaceheadz from another planet. On a mission to Earth. Here to take over the world. Take me to your leader. Bzzt, bzzzt.”

    “See! I told you, Jennifer!” said Bob. “Michael K. can do anything! He is like a rock. MMM, MMM GOOD.”

    Jennifer burped up the eraser from Michael K.’s only pencil. She spit it out.

    “SPHDZ—GET RRRREADY TO RRRRRUMBLE,” said Jennifer.

    “Eeek eek,” said the class hamster.

    Room 501-B went silent except for the sound of Mrs. Halley writing on the chalkboard.

    The thought occurred to Michael K. that Bob and Jennifer were not joking.

    The thought occurred to Michael K. that they really were Spaceheadz from another planet.

    The thought exploded in Michael K.’s head that those thoughts were ridiculous.

    Aliens don’t invade fifth-grade classrooms. They don’t look like fifth graders. And they don’t talk like commercials and pro wrestlers.

    Bob and Jennifer were probably just from somewhere else. And kind of confused.

    Right.

    Right?
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If it had been nighttime, a broken neon sign would have been buzzing and blinking a watery red light across the tiny, one-room apartment.

But it wasn’t nighttime. It was 9:42 in the morning. So a weak ray of sunlight and a lot of dust and zooming noises filled the small room.

The sunlight came from the sun, ninety-three million miles away. The dust and the noise came from the elevated Brooklyn–Queens Expressway, twenty-three feet away.

Agent Umber sat at his kitchen table. He ignored the dust and the zooming noises. He polished his already-shiny black shoes. He polished his already-shiny Anti-Alien Agency, or AAA for short, badge.
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There were a million different stories in this town. You always had to be ready.

A ringing phone interrupted his polishing.

Umber picked up his AAA Picklephone® and listened.

“One, two,” said a high-pitched voice on the other end.

Umber answered carefully, “Buckle my shoe.”

“Alert level red,” said the squeaky voice. “Alert level red. Possible AEW in your sector. We have detected waves from coordinates D-7. D-7. Proceed with extreme caution.”

“Three, four,” said Agent Umber. “I will shut the door.”

This was it. A possible Alien Energy Wave. It was his chance to finally catch a real alien. It was his chance to get promoted and finally get a cool color name. A name like Agent Black or Agent Gray or even Agent Atomic Tangerine . . .

“And Umber?”

“Yes?”

“Do not make this another Fried Santa Incident. We do not want the publicity.”

“Not a problem, Chief. That file has been buried for years.”

“Then why am I reading about it right now on the ‘Buzz’ blog?”

Agent Umber looked at his Picklephone®. “I’m on it, Chief. I will not let the world down. I promise, as always, to Protect and to Serve and to Always Look Up.”

The Picklephone® buzzed. Somewhere in the middle of that great speech it had lost service. Again. What a stupid idea for a phone. A pickle. That’s what happens when you are the very last agent to pick a name and a phone. All of the cool phones are gone too.

But now all of that was going to change. Wow—a possible AEW. This was what every AAA agent lived for, hoped for, and polished his shoes for.

But first, thought Umber, I better just check the “Buzz” blog. Umber logged on to www.antialienagency.com. He clicked on “Agent Buzz.” He froze.

“Oh, no.” Umber covered his eyes. He couldn’t take any more. It was all there—the whole embarrassing story for anyone who logged on to the site to read.

This was supposed to have been scrubbed at Top Level! Why was Agent Hot Magenta blabbing details all over the place?

[image: picture]

Umber flipped his AAA Cereal Box Laptop® closed.

Well, he would show Hot Magenta. He would show the chief. He would show the world.

Agent Umber drew the black-out curtain across his one window.

He flipped open his AAA Coordinate Decoder®. He moved his aircraft carrier to one side and placed a single red peg in the hole at D-7.

He flipped off the overhead light and shined the light from his AAA Illuminator® to throw the image from the decoder onto his AAA Locator Grid®.

Agent Umber traced one finger across the line of D. He traced the other finger down the line of 7.

The rumble of one very large Coca-Cola delivery truck on the BQE shook the whole room.


    Agent Umber’s two fingers met at a small red square on the Brooklyn map.
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P.S. 858, room 501-B,” said Mrs. Halley as she wrote the same on the upper right corner of the blackboard. “Your new home for this year. I like to say you are all Mrs. Halley’s comets—out of this world!”

Bob and Jennifer jumped up and started hooting and cheering like a Nickelodeon awards-show audience.

The class hamster did three flips, then conked his head on the side of his food bowl.

“Oh my,” said Mrs. Halley.

Mrs. Halley had been teaching at P.S. 858 for thirty-seven years. Thirty-six of those years she had taught fifth grade. But she had never seen anything quite like this.


“Thank you for your excitement,” said Mrs. Halley. She adjusted her tiny glasses to scan her class list. She couldn’t seem to find the names of these new students anywhere. Maybe that other new student in their group knew them.

“Michael K.? Could you explain to your friends that in this country we show our enthusiasm by remaining seated and clapping our hands.”

“What? Huh? Me?” said Michael K. “Oh, no, I’m not Bob and Jennifer’s friend. I don’t even know them.”

“Thank you, Michael K. Very helpful of you to tell me your friends’ names.” Mrs. Halley wrote “Bob” and “Jennifer” on the class list in her perfect handwriting. “And do you mind if I call you Michael K.? We have several Michaels this year, and your last name is such a long one. You may speak to your friends in your own language if you wish.”

Bob and Jennifer hooted some more. Now everyone in class was staring at Michael K. He had to do something.
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“Sure, that’s fine. But see, I don’t really know—Bob and Jennifer, be quiet! Sit down!” said Michael K.

Bob and Jennifer sat down on the floor.

“No! Sit in your seats!”

Bob and Jennifer sat in their seats.

Mrs. Halley continued her beginning-of-the-year introduction like nothing had happened.

“And this year room 501-B will be on the World Wide Internet. Our new computer teacher, Mr. Boolean, helped me build our class website.”

The girl behind Jennifer smiled at Michael K.
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The kid next to her stopped drawing his comic to stare.

Mrs. Halley kept talking, more to herself than to the class. “Here we type in w-w-w-dot-m-r-s-h-a-l-l-e-y-s-c-o-m-e-t-s-dot-c-o-m. And there it is.

“Our class schedule. Your list of supplies. Class calendar. Assignments. And look—we can even see the weather. And lunch.”

Bob made a face, showing his teeth to Michael K. “I am making a smile,” he whispered. “I am happy Mission SPHDZ has begun. THINK OUTSIDE THE BUN.”

“Be SPHDZ,” added Jennifer.

“Eeek eee eee we weeee,” went the hamster.

“Yes, he can,” Bob answered the hamster. “Michael K. can do anything.”

Michael K. was afraid to ask, but he knew he had to. “And what’s with the hamster?” He tried to keep his voice down, but the other kids were starting to look over.

“Major Fluffy?” said Bob. “Oh, he is the mission leader.”

The hamster smiled at Michael K.

“WE TRY HARDER,” said Bob. “SPHDZ want you.”

The big kid in the back of the class twirled his finger around next to his big head in the universal signal for “Cuckoo!”

This was bad. Very bad.

“Don’t talk to me,” said Michael K.
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