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To deluxe mascara and 100% recycled shampoo— thanks for riding to the SPHDZ digital rescue


—J. S.


To my amazing sister Tiffany. Growing up with you definitely prepared me to be SPHDZ! Thanks!


—S. P.
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The two aliens attacked P.S. 858 before the first morning bell.


They waved their slimy purple tentacles. They blasted laser bolts into the air. And, weirdly enough, they waved large shopping bags decorated with orange pumpkins.


A whole pile of kindergartners ran screaming into school.


A couple first and second graders tried to hide behind the monkey bars.


It was chaos, panic, and more chaos.


Michael K. and most of the fifth graders stood back in their usual corner of the playground. They were trapped. Caught between the metal chain-link fence on either side and the fearsome purple and orange aliens in front of them.


“We are going to die!” yelled Ryan.


“Every man for himself!” yelled Jose.


The aliens slimed closer, cutting off any escape.


That’s when Michael K. saw the third little hamster-size alien poking his head out of one of the shopping bags. He suddenly knew exactly who these aliens were.


“Oh, no,” said Michael K.


The little alien waved a tentacle at Michael K.


Classmate Venus saw the little wave to Michael K. Venus gave Michael K. a punch in the arm. “What the heck is going on? Do you know these aliens?”


“Well,” said Michael K. “Not really. Kind of. Maybe?”


“What?” said Venus.


The aliens raised their laser blasters.


Michael K. shook his head in confusion.


How had this gone so terribly wrong? The Spaceheadz had been getting better at blending in lately. Maybe they still weren’t completely good at acting like real people. And the sphdz.com website wasn’t getting as many hits as they had hoped. . . .


But that was no reason to completely freak out and just go all alien-blaster-attack crazy on everybody.


This would completely blow their cover.


This would be sure to attract the Anti-Alien Agency, AAA for short.


This would be sure to get Earth turned off.


There was no way Michael K. was going to be able to fix this mess.


The first bell rang.


Mrs. Halley appeared in the back door. “What in the world?”


The alien with the funny hair turned toward Mrs. Halley.


Michael K. covered his eyes.


Michael K. knew that life on planet Earth might soon be over.


He just didn’t want to see it end this way.
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The giant chicken stood by the side of Fourth Avenue.


He swung a large red cardboard arrow so that it pointed to the new restaurant.
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Sergeant Sanders’s Alabama Fried Chicken.


It wasn’t really a demotion, Agent Umber felt. It was just continuing his usual AAA agent duties. Under cover. Under very deep cover.


Umber swung the red arrow. He gave a few chicken-head nods. Just to give the full chicken effect.


“Baawk, baawk!” screeched someone driving by.


So the chief had reassigned him. Said he was saving Umber for “something special.”


Not a big deal. It just paid less than a full agent position. And the hours were a lot less than a full agent position. So Umber had found the chicken job on his own. So Umber was working a bit of a side job.


But the bad news was that the official pizza parlor mistake had been posted for all the AAA agents to see on the antialienagency.com website.


And the report had officially been named the Pizza Problem.


And Agent Hot Magenta’s comments on the “Agent Buzz” were way out of line.


Those pizza guys could totally have been aliens. They sure looked alien.


“Baawk, baawk!”


How had it ever come to this?


Protecting the world by standing on Fourth Avenue in a chicken suit.


It had all started for Umber back in 1933, before he was even born. It had started with flashing lights moving across the deep purple New Mexico night sky.


Agent Sienna, Umber’s dad, back then a young man with a bright future in the Agency, saw the red and green flashing lights racing across the sky.


He said the lights were moving too fast to be a jet. He said the lights turned into a large, saucer-shaped object. He said the saucer hovered over him and gave off a low hum like a thousand tuning forks. He said bright white lightning surrounded him and froze him. He said he was lifted into the air and sucked into the saucer. He said he was turned into a giant doughnut.


Agent Sienna could only remember getting dunked, then turning human again.


His AAA Time Clock showed that he was missing from his New Mexico watch post for seven hours. So Agent Sienna was “relieved of active duty” by the first AAA chief.
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Fired. Disgraced.


They said no one had ever been turned into an alien doughnut.


They said he must have just left his post.


When Agent Umber was little, he had always wondered why his dad was so jumpy around flashing lights, and Frisbees, and doughnuts. Then Umber read the Sienna Coffee Break File. Then he knew why.
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And that’s why he had worked so hard to become Agent Umber, of the AAA—to clear his family name.


And now he might never get that chance.


But he was still an AAA agent.


And so he would still protect and serve and always look . . .


“Baaawk!” clucked another Fourth Avenue driver.


An empty Coke can sailed through the air and bounced off Umber’s chicken head.


. . . up.
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Now, just one minute,” said Mrs. Halley.


But the aliens didn’t give Mrs. Halley one minute. They reached their slimy alien tentacles toward her. They turned their blasters on her.


Venus punched Michael K.’s arm. “Do something!”


It was too late to do anything. The aliens raised their tentacles. The aliens aimed. The aliens yelled:
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“Trick or treat!”
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    Michael K. peeked through his fingers covering his eyes. “What?”


The rest of the fifth graders and Mrs. Halley stood frozen in stunned silence.


“Give us all-new, superflavor treats,” said one alien.


“Or we will give you SmackDown tricks,” said the other alien in a familiar deep voice.


“Wee eeeek eeeek,” added the hamster-size alien.


The aliens popped the heads off their costumes.


They weren’t aliens. They were Bob and Jennifer.


“Eee EEEEK!”


And Major Fluffy.


Some of the fifth graders laughed. Most of the class gave Bob and Jennifer funny looks.


Michael K. was relieved and confused and annoyed all at once. How was he supposed to explain this? He hurried over to help Bob and Jennifer get out of their alien costumes.


“Very excellent dress-up to look like something else, yes?” said Bob.


“No,” whispered Michael K. “Why would you dress up like aliens?”


“It’s what Earth persons do for Halloween,” Jennifer whispered back. “Remember you told us?”


“Yeah,” said Michael K. “But Halloween is next month. We only dress up in disguises that one day of the whole year. Not any old day.”


Bob kicked off the rest of his costume. He pulled out his sparkly pink Disney princess notebook. “Aha,” said Bob. “I will note: Halloween one day of whole year. But one question—what is a year?”


“Oh,” said Mrs. Halley. “I see what the problem is. Michael K., you and your Bulgarian friends need to study the calendar.”


Michael K. started to disagree, then decided, as usual, that it would be better just to nod and not have to answer even more questions.


The second morning bell rang. Everyone picked up their backpacks and books and filed into school.


Classmates Venus and TJ walked up to get a closer look at Bob and Jennifer and Major Fluffy’s costumes.


“Halloween,” said Bob. “Just one day.”


“All right, Michael K.,” said Venus. “What is really going on?”


Michael K. started to say “Nothing.” But then he made a split-second decision. He needed help. So he just blurted out the truth. “Bob and Jennifer and Major Fluffy are Spaceheadz from another planet. They need our help. If they don’t sign up three point one four million and one kids to be Spaceheadz, the earth gets turned off.”


“Oh, really,” said Venus. She and TJ looked at Bob and Jennifer and Fluffy. “I know they are strange. But aliens? From another planet? No way. Where is the proof? Come on. I’m a scientist. I don’t believe anything without proof.”


Michael K. didn’t know what to use for proof. Bob had told him that Spaceheadz were not allowed to change wave shapes like they had before. They could get in big trouble. And Spaceheadz didn’t have a flying saucer or the real lasers people wanted to see. They just had a remote. To change their channels.


“I don’t know how I can prove it,” said Michael K.


But as it turned out, he didn’t have to.


Because that morning the lunch that Big Joey had stolen from one of the second graders had blueberry yogurt in it.


“Hey, check this out,” said Big Joey, the only other kid on the now-empty playground. “Yoo-Goo. All Blue.”


Joey opened the yogurt. He stirred it with that little spoon that comes under the lid. “Blue goo.” Joey loaded a spoonful of yogurt and bent it back to aim it at Michael K.
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“Oh no,” said Michael K. “You don’t want to do that.”


Michael K. didn’t know everything about Spaceheadz, but he did know one very important fact.


When Spaceheadz got very mad or freaked out, strange electrical and magnetic things happened. And Spaceheadz got most freaked out by anything blue and blobby.


Joey smiled a mean smile.


He flipped a blue blob of yogurt at Michael K.


The blue blob fell short and landed with a plop on Jennifer’s shoe.


Jennifer looked down. She saw the blue blob on her shoe.


The morning air crackled. It suddenly felt heavy and supercharged—like just before a giant thunderstorm.


Bob spotted the blue blob.


Fluffy spotted the blue blob.


Then, at 8:30 a.m., Venus and TJ got all the proof they needed . . . and more.
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I. TWELVE GEESE


8:25 A.M.









Twelve geese floated in the Pond in the southeast corner of Central Park.


They paddled into the morning sunlight at the far edge.


First one, then all of the others, raised their wings, flapped, ran along the water, and flew off together.


Following magnetic currents invisible to human eyes, they flew south.
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II. THE AD FACTORY NY


8:25 A.M.









Dad K. made it to his office early. He put his coffee cup down on his workbench/desk.


He opened the package of poster-size ads.


His new client would be here soon. Dad K. didn’t know much about them. Just that they called themselves DarkWave X, they paid cash only, and there was absolutely nothing about them online or in company files. At all.


Like they were invisible.
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III. HAIR TODAY/ZIA


8:25 A.M.









Mom K. walked up out of the subway entrance.


She glanced at a V of twelve geese flying overhead.


She checked her watch and walked three blocks due west.
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Mom K. switched her briefcase to her left hand and with her right hand pushed open the glass door to the Hair Today Styling Salon.
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IV. SUNNY SUN SUNSHINE DAY CARE, BROOKLYN


8:25 A.M.









Baby K. sat in front of the TV.


The cartoon sun rose above the green hills.


The cartoon baby inside the cartoon sun laughed.
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V. AAA HQ


8:25 A.M.









An orange and black butterfly flapped its wings once and landed on a square of cotton in the darkened room. Too dark to tell if it was a monarch or viceroy butterfly.


The AAA chief swiveled around in his giant black padded captain’s chair. He stared at the butterfly.


“Quiet!” said the chief in a high, squeaky voice.


He swiveled back to face the curving wall covered in monitors showing maps and charts and graphs and multicolored shapes growing and shrinking, pulsing and spiking.
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Here is a picture of a polar bear in a snowstorm:
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