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FIVE LARGE, HAIRY MEN were gathered for a top secret meeting in a bunker under the presidential palace in the city of Krpsht. Krpsht (pronounced Krpsht) was the capital of the Republic of Krpshtskan, a poor, mountainous nation with few vowels and a population of four million, including goats. 

The five were very powerful men, at least for Krpshtskan. The oldest and largest and hairiest man, known as Grdankl the Strong, was the president, a position he had won in a national election contest against nobody. His campaign slogan had been Vote for Grdankl, or Die. The other four men were Krpshtskans first, second, third, and fourth vice presidents, who also happened to be the presidents brothers. Their job was to agree with the president at all times. 

These five men were looking over the shoulder of a very thin and very nervous young man seated at a computer. The young mans name was Vrsk, and he held the lofty title of Krpshtskan minister of technology. Vrsk had been appointed to this post because he was the only person in Krpshtskan who could work the official government computer, which was the only working computer in Krpshtskan. 

At the moment the screen was dark. 

Why is it taking so long? barked Grdankl the Strong, speaking in the Krpsht language, which has been compared to the sound of a duck burping. The first, second, third, and fourth vice presidents nodded vigorously and frowned to indicate that they, too, thought it was taking too long. 

Its booting up, said Vrsk. It takes a while. Its Windows 98. I tried to upgrade to Vista, but the processor 

No more talking! said Grdankl the Strong, who did not like to hear people say things that he did not understand. Turn it on! 

Vrsk turned back to the computer screen, relieved to see that it was now flickering to life. His relief turned to horror when he saw that he had failed to disable his usual screen saver, which was a picture of Halle Berry in her Catwoman suit. 

Grdankl the Strong looked at the screen, grunted, and said, in English, Catwoman. 

The four vice presidents nodded in agreement and said, Catwoman. 

Vrsk, relieved that nobody was going to hit him, at least for now, clicked the computer mouse and opened a Web browser. He was pleased to see that the Internet connectionit was the only one in Krpshtskanwas working. Manipulating the mouse, he opened a map site. An image of Earth, seen from space, came into view. Vrsk centered the window over eastern North America, then began to zoom in, closer and closer, until the sprawling metropolis of Washington, D.C., filled the screen. He zoomed in closer until individual buildings could be easily recognized. One by one, he showed the president close-up aerial views of the Capitol, the White House, and the Pentagon. 

The president nodded. The four vice presidents nodded also. 

Vrsk then zoomed out a bit and began to pan north on the screen window. He stopped over a Maryland suburb just outside the Washington city limit, then zoomed in until the screen was filled with a large building complex surrounded by parking lots and athletic fields. 

There, he said. 

Grdankl the Strong frowned at the screen. 

You are sure? he said. This is the place? 

Vrsk checked a sheet of paper next to the computer. I am sure, he said. 

Grdankl the Strong nodded and turned to his vice presidents. It is very close to the American government, he said, just as Prmkt told us. 

The vice presidents nodded in agreement. Grdankl the Strong turned back to Vrsk, and, pointing at the buildings on the screen, said, Prmkt is there? 

Yes, said Vrsk. He works there, under a different name. He sends me e-mails from there. 

Grdankl the Strong looked at the buildings, nodded, and turned back to his vice presidents. He is very smart, Prmkt. Very smart. 

The vice presidents agreed. 

If Prmkt is right, continued Grdankl the Strong, if his plan works, then in one instantone instantthe whole American government will stop, and America will be like a chicken with its head cut off, running around like…like… He snapped his fingers, trying to think what it would be like. 

Like a chicken with no head? suggested the first vice president. 

Exactly, said Grdankl the Strong. Like a chicken with no head. And then the Americans will be sorry that they ever dared to insult the Republic of Krpshtskan. Very sorry. Grdankl the Strong started to laugh, thinking about Americas impending doom. The four vice presidents also laughed. Vrsk also started to laugh, but he was stopped by a look from the fourth vice president, letting Vrsk know that this was strictly a high-level laugh. 

Then Grdankl the Strong grew quiet, and immediately all laughter in the bunker ceased. Grdankl the Strong gestured toward the buildings on the computer screen. 

And the beauty of it is, he said, if Prmkts plan worksand I am certain Prmkts plan will workthe Americans will do it to themselves. The American children will do it. They will bring down their own country! It is genius! 

The four vice presidents nodded, agreeing on the genius of the plan. 

Grdankl the Strong tapped the screen with a fat finger and asked Vrsk, What is this place again? 

It is a school, said Vrsk. A public school. Its name is… he consulted the piece of paper, then, in heavily accented English, said, …Hubble Middle School. 

Grdankl the Strong looked at the screen and smiled. 

The mightiest nation on earth, he said, brought to its knees by children. 
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TOBY HARBINGER, backpack slung over his left shoulder, hurried through the halls of Hubble Middle School. His goal was to get to Gifted Science before the ME kids got there. 

ME was short for Manor Estates, a development of giant houses that cost millions of dollars and had more bathrooms than people. Toby knew that, based on the law of averages, there should be at least one Manor Estates kid who was not a total jerk, but so far he had not met that kid. 

The ME kids stuck together. Their families vacationed together at ski resorts and in Europe, Hawaii, and any other place where it cost a lot of money to be. On weekends, the ME kids went together to the mall, where they used their personal credit cards to buy stuff they didnt need, like cell phones with even more unnecessary features than the cell phones they had bought three months earlier. They wore expensive clothes that were designed to look used. They made fun of kids who wore clothes that really were used. 

Such as Toby. For years the ME kids had made fun of his freckled face, his apparent lack of biceps, and his high voice, which had recently begun to break, so that at times he croaked like a frog. But theyd moved on: now it was his clothes. 

Toby reached the door to the Gifted Science classroom, took a breath, and went in. 

Oh, no. 

The ME kids were already there. They sat together, of course, right by the door, so Toby had to walk past them to get to his seat. Today they focused on his shoes, which, for a change, were new. They were a name brand, but not the right name brand. This was the kind of fashion error that ME kids, who had brand radar, always spotted immediately. 

Nice sneakers, Hardbonger, said Jason Niles, who had been calling Toby Hardbonger since third grade, and still, after five years, could not get over how hilarious this was. Toby ignored him, partly to send the message that he didnt care, and partly because Jason Niles was the size of a UPS truck. 

Oooh, Toby, said Haley Hess, making her voice sound like she thought Toby was cute, which of course she didnt, because she was Haley Hess. I love them! Theyre so…white! Did your mom get them at Discount Warehouse? 

Toby ignored her also, but his ears turned red, because, first, thats what always happened when Haley Hess spoke to him, and, second, his mom had, in fact, bought the shoes at Discount Warehouse. The ME kids would go to school dressed only in mud before they would wear clothing purchased from Discount Warehouse. 

The ME kids insulted Tobys sneakers a few more times as he passed, then turned their attention to new victims. Toby slid into his seat at the back, between Micah Porter, who was his best friend, and Tamara Reilley, who was his best friend for a girl, although Toby tried not to stand next to her too much because she was four inches taller. 

Morons, said Micah, whose nose never stopped running, which is why he was known, unfortunately for him, as Mucus. 

Yeah, said Toby. 

I dont see why everybody says Haley Hess is so hot, said Tamara. Do you think shes hot, Toby? 

No, said Toby, lying. 

Of course he thinks shes hot, said Micah. Shes a moron, but she is hot. Shes a hot moron. 

I think she looks like Kim Possible, said Tamara, whose name had never been used in the same sentence with hot. 

Exactly, said Micah. He noticed that Toby and Tamara were both staring at him. What? You dont think Kim Possibles hot? 

Please shut up, said Toby, who said this often to Micah. 

The bell rang, and in walked the Gifted Science teacher, Mr. Neckstrom, a small, nervous-looking man with hair that grew unnaturally far down his forehead, threatening to merge with his eyebrows. He wore khaki pants and a brown shirt with large, permanent-looking wet spots under each arm. 

All right, settle down, he said. Haley, stop texting and put away that phone. 

Sure, said Haley, continuing to text. 

Mr. Neckstrom turned away so he didnt have to see her ignoring his order. All right, he said to the class. Its March first. Do you know what that means? 

Its time for your monthly shower? said one of the ME kids, just loud enough so everybody could hear, but just soft enough that Mr. Neckstrom could pretend he didnt hear, which was what he usually did when an ME kid said something. He had learned, as most teachers had, that it was better not to mess with ME kids, because if you did, you had to answer to their parents. And nobody wanted to do that. 

The ME parents had money and power. They could have sent their children to private school; if they lived anywhere else, they would have. But it happened that Hubble Middle School was the best middle school in Maryland, and it fed its students into Spiro T. Agnew High School, which sent more of its graduates to Ivy League colleges than any other school in the United States. It was the best, and the parents of Manor Estates demanded the best. 

So their children attended Hubble, and every one of them got into the Gifted Program. This was not because they were all gifted; Jason Niles, for example, had the IQ of a zucchini. No, the ME kids all got into Gifted because it was the best program, so the ME parents made sure their children were in it. They did this in various wayssometimes by making generous donations to the school; sometimes by threatening lawsuits, or worse. Some of the ME parents held powerful positions in the federal government, and they knew how to threaten. The teachers at Hubble did not want to mess with them or their children, and so Mr. Neckstrom pretended not to hear the remark about his monthly shower. 

March first, he reminded, is the first day to register for the science fair. And thanks to the generosity of Mr. Swingle, first prize this year will be… He paused, noting with pleasure that all of the students were paying attention. Haley Hess had actually stopped texting. 

…five thousand dollars, said Mr. Neckstrom. 

The classroom erupted with a chorus of whoas. Even the ME kids were impressed by the prize amount, which was double the previous years $2,500. The prize money came from a billionaire Hubble alumnus, Lance Swingle, who had started a hugely successful company, TranScent, based on a system he invented for sending smells over the Internet. Swingle credited his success in part to the scientific education he got at Hubble Middle. In gratitude, he donated a generous cash prize each year to be given to the winner of the science fair. 

His goal, he said, was to create an interest in science. 

What he had actually created was a near-maniacal interest in winning first prize. The Hubble science fair was very competitive. You did not win by hooking a flashlight bulb up to a battery to show how an electrical circuit works. No, to win the Hubble Middle School science fair, you had to do something really impressive. For example, the winner two years ago had built a robot that could do professional-quality French manicures. The winner last year had created, through genetic manipulation, a mutant gerbil with an extra pair of eyeballs located on its butt, so it could go through a maze either frontward or backward. 

Both of these winners had been students from Manor Estates. In fact, every year since Lance Swingle had started offering cash prizes, the Hubble science fair had been won by an ME kid. They didnt need the prize money; sometimes they didnt even seem all that knowledgeable about their own projects. But they always won. 

It was widely believed among the rest of the Hubble students that the kids from Manor Estates cheated. The teachers had their suspicions as well. In fact, six years ago, a veteran science teacher named Mrs. Feeney had gone so far as to reject a project brought in by an ME student, Taylor Niles, who happened to be the older brother of Jason Niles. Taylor claimed that he had made, all by himself, a powerful handheld laser. Mrs. Feeney doubted this, becauseamong other thingsTaylor didnt know how to spell laser. 

Taylors father, as it happened, was a very important man in Washington. Within a week, Mrs. Feeney had been transferred to another school. On her last day at Hubble, she went out to the parking lot to discover that somebody had burned twenty-seven small circular holes through the steel body of her car. She was replaced at Hubble by Mr. Neckstrom, who never questioned anybodys science-fair project. 

Five thousand dollars, said Micah, as Mr. Neckstrom walked around the classroom, passing out the science-fair entry forms. If I had that kind of money, I could 

You could wake up, said Tamara, because youd be dreaming. Youre not gonna win. One of them is gonna win. She nodded toward the ME kids. 

Shes right, said Toby. We dont have a chance. As he spoke, Jason Niles turned around and looked at him. 

Hey, Hardbonger, he called. When I win the five grand, maybe Ill buy you some decent shoes. 

If you win, answered Toby, maybe Ill explain your project to you. 

A bunch of kids laughed, including even some ME kids. Jason reddened, giving Toby a look that said: Youll be sorry you said that. 

Toby knew he should have kept his mouth shut. But he was angry. Five thousand dollars meant nothing to Jason Niless family, but it would mean the world to Tobys. 

Especially now. 

I got an idea, said Micah. 

Uh-oh, said Tamara. 

No, really, said Micah. Im gonna win it this year. 

How? said Toby. 

Micah lowered his voice. Im gonna levitate a frog, he said. 

Tamara shook her head sadly. So young, she said, and already on drugs. 

No, really, said Micah. I read about it in Wikipedia. These Dutch scientists made a frog float in the air. Its called dia…diamagnetism. You just need a frog and a magnet. 

Hes insane, right? Tamara asked. 

Actually, no, said Toby. Some guys did levitate a frog. But you need, like, a superpowerful magnet. 

So, Micah, said Tamara, do you have a superpowerful magnet? 

No, said Micah. 

I see, said Tamara. 

But I have a frog, said Micah. His name is Fester. 

Tamara turned to Toby and said, He has a frog. 

Well, then, said Toby. Hes halfway there. 
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IT WAS LUNCHTIME in the Hubble Middle School cafeteria, and Toby, Tamara, and Micah were sitting at the same table they always sat at, with the same kids they always sat with. At tables all around them several hundred other students were doing the same thing. 

Tamara examined the cafeterias featured lunch entre, which consisted of yellowish brown lumps. 

The menu says theyre nuggets, she said. But it doesnt say what kind of nuggets. 

Chicken, said Micah. He bit into one. I think. 

Then why doesnt the menu say chicken? said Tamara. For all we know its squirrel nuggets. 

If its squirrel, said Micah, chewing, its not bad. 

Maybe, said David Wemplemeyer, whose nickname was Brad Pitt Wemplemeyer because he looked absolutely nothing whatsoever like Brad Pitt, they dont say what kind of nugget because theres no meat at all. Maybe its just a blob of fried grease, a pure nugget, uncontaminated by food of any kind. 

Or maybe, said Jennifer Pencil Wenzelknown as Pencil Wenzel, because she was very skinny, a redhead, and always wore yellowfood scientists have created a new genetic mutant species of animal thats actually called a nugget. Its this little hairless blob of meat that has no head or feet or anything, so its real easy to prepare. You just hit it with a hammer and pop it into the fryer. 

Everyone laughed except Tamara. 

I hear, said Brad Pitt Wemplemeyer, that theyre working on an improved nugget species that you dont even have to hit with a hammer. You just whistle, and it rolls into the fryer on its own. 

Thats disgusting, said Tamara. 

Well, youre the one whos eating it, said Brad Pitt Wemplemeyer. 

Speaking of disgusting, said Micah, whats your lunch today, Toby? 

Toby was peering into a paper bag. His mom always packed his lunch. His parents believed cafeteria food was unhealthy. In fact, as a general rule they believed that any food humans enjoyed was unhealthy. On Halloween, they gave out carrot sticks. The day after Halloween, there were discarded carrot sticks all over their lawn and usually toilet paper on their house. 

Toby reached into the bag and pulled out something wrapped in a paper towel. He unwrapped it and, sighing, set it in front of him. 

Micah leaned over to have a look. 

Toby, he said, did your mom send the wrong bag? Because that looks like a stool sample for the vet. 

Its a tofu enchilada, said Toby. Tobys mom believed that tofu had a near-miraculous ability to masquerade as any other kind of foodthat if a lump of tofu was shaped like something, it would also taste like that thing. Thanksgiving in Tobys house was a nightmare. 

He was about to attempt to eat his tofu enchilada when he felt something cold and slimy land on his neck, followed by laughter from the Manor Estates kids table. 

He did not turn around. 

What is it? he said. 

The others examined his neck. 

Yogurt, said Pencil Wenzel. Peach, I think. 

Toby tore off a piece of the paper towel that held his tofu enchilada and wiped his neck. 

Who threw it? he said. 

Brad Pitt Wemplemeyer looked over at the ME table and said, Judging from how hard hes laughing, its The Ferret again. The Ferret was Farrel Plinkett, who lately had begun amusing himself by flinging food at Tobys table. The Ferret was also one of the few ME kids not physically capable of beating Toby up. 

Okay then, said Toby. He picked up his tofu enchilada and walked to the line of garbage and recycling cans at the end of the cafeteria. Then, staying by the wall, he walked all the way around to the other side of the cafeteria, so he could approach the ME kids table from the opposite direction. The ME kids didnt see him coming; they were deep in conversation, hunched forward over the table, heads close together. The Ferret had his back to Toby. As Toby approached, Jason Niles was talking, sounding angry. Toby stopped as he heard: 

Fifty dollars? Jason was saying. 

Thats what was in the note, said Haley Hess. Cash, put the envelope in the regular place, get your plans tomorrow. 

But fifty, said Jason. Last year it was twenty-five. 

Like you dont have fifty dollars, said Harmonee Prescott, who was considered to be almost as hot overall as Haley Hess, and hotter in some specific areas. You just get the money from your dad anyway. 

I know, said Jason, but… 

Hey! said Haley, noticing Toby. Whats he doing here? 

As the ME kids turned, Toby stepped forward and grabbed the back of The Ferrets pants. The Ferret liked his pants loose and baggy, so there was plenty of room for Toby to pull the waistband out, deposit his tofu enchilada, and let go. 

Hey! shouted The Ferret, scrambling to his feet, hands groping his buttular area. Hey! 

The rest of the ME kids were also on their feet, with the boys, especially the massive Jason, moving toward Toby. The commotion quickly spread as kids all over the cafeteria stood to get a better view of what they hoped would be a fight. 

Toby was very much hoping there would not be a fight, at least not between him and Jason, who was advancing on him like a tank, only larger. Toby had been thinking more along the lines of a confrontation with The Ferret, but The Ferret was fully occupied with the problem of getting the enchilada out of his pants, not an easy thing. Jason had just about gotten into striking range when a voice shouted: 

What is going on here? 

The voice belonged to Mr. Pzyrbovich, an algebra teacher who was always called Mr. P, for obvious reasons. He had a heavy accent, which a lot of kids said made him hard to understand, although to be fair some of these kids would never have understood algebra anyway. Mr. P was always in a bad mood, but it was especially bad when he had cafeteria duty. 

What is going on? he repeated. 

Pencil Wenzel stepped forward, a look of deep fake concern on her face. 

Mr. P, she said, were all worried about The Ferret here, because he seems to have pooped his trousers. 

Everyone looked at The Ferret. A brownish glop was oozing from his right pants leg onto the floor. 

Thats not poop, The Ferret said. 

It certainly looks like poop, said Brad Pitt Wemplemeyer. 

Its not, said The Ferret. He pointed at Toby. He put it in there! 

So what youre saying, said Pencil Wenzel reasonably, is that Toby put the poop in your pants? 

ITS NOT POOP! said The Ferret. 

Stop it! Stop all of this! said Mr. P. He pointed at Toby. Did you put that in his pants? 

Yes, said Toby, but he… 

Quiet! said Mr. P. You will have three detentions, starting today. 

But… 

Quiet! Mr. P turned to The Ferret and said, Go clean yourself up. The Ferret turned to go. He brushed past Toby, and as he did, he said, Youre dead, Hardbonger. 

Ooh! said Toby, wiggling his hands to show fear. Like on The Sopranos! 

I told you, quiet! said Mr. P. Now everybody sit down! He looked down at the remains of Tobys tofu enchilada, then yelled across the room: Get over here and clean this floor! 

A tall, thin man with long hair, a scraggly beard, and a vacant stare, dressed in a janitors uniform and flip-flops, shuffled across the cafeteria with a mop. This was J.D., which stood for Janitor Dude. J.D. was often held up to the students at Hubble Middle as an example of exactly why you should not mess with drugs. As he got to work, the students sat down, although the ME kids took the time to glare meaningfully at Toby. Finally, the cafeteria returned to its usual random clatter and conversation. 

Well, said Toby. That went well. 

So youre not worried that The Ferrets gonna kill you? said Brad Pitt Wemplemeyer. 

Im more worried about Jason the Giant, said Toby. 

Speaking of which, he leaned in closer to the others, lowering his voice, I heard him say something weird. 

What? said Tamara. 

Something about fifty dollars, said Toby. He and Haley were talking about it, and she said you had to put fifty dollars cash in an envelope, and put it some place, and then youd get the plans. 

Plans for what? said Micah. 

Tamara was staring at Toby. The science fair, she said. 

Thats what I think, said Toby. They buy their project plans from somebody. 

Who? said Micah. 

They didnt say, said Toby. Haley just said you put the money in the regular place, and you get the plans tomorrow. 

Do you think the regular place is here? said Tamara. At the school? 

I dont know, said Toby. But I gotta stay for detention anyway. Ill see if I notice anything. 

I would SO love to catch them cheating, said Pencil Wenzel, glancing over at the ME table. 

Everybody nodded. They went back to their lunches, except for Toby, who had put his down The Ferrets pants. 

Nugget? said Micah, offering a lump to Toby. 

Thanks, said Toby. He took a bite and chewed thoughtfully. 

I think maybe it is squirrel, he said. 
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THE AFTERNOON WAS FADING, and the daytime clamor of Hubble Middle School had morphed into the quiet of evening. The main hallway was empty except for J.D., the Janitor Dude, who was swishing a filthy mop back and forth across the floor, thus making it wet but not actually cleaner. 

Toby was in the detention room along with fourteen other detainees serving time for various crimes, ranging from talking in class to keeping an unauthorized snake in a school locker. These detainees were, in theory, being supervised by Coach Furman, known to generations of Hubble students as Herman Furman, because (a) it rhymed, and (b) he looked a little like the patriarch of the Munster family. Coach Furmans supervision consisted entirely of yelling Keep it down! if he heard anybody say anything. He never actually looked at the students; his attention was fully focused on his laptop computer, on which he was playing Internet poker for real money. Depending on what cards he held, Coach Furman might not have noticed if the detention students were engaging in ritual human sacrifice. 

This meant that Toby, sitting by the door, was free to observe the goings-on in the hallway outside the detention room. What was mainly going on was J.D. mopping the hallway. 

You want a piece? 

Toby turned and saw he was being offered a stick of gum by Malcolm Kornblatt, who held the Hubble School record for most detentions by a single student. He was always in for something, most recently an unsuccessful attempt to win a bet that he could flush an entire accordion down a boys room toilet. He would be in detention for the next few decades. Chewing gum was a school offense and punishable by detention, so it only made sense to Malcolm to chew gum while in detention. 

No, thanks, Toby said. If I put that in my mouth, theyd carry me out on a stretcher. Im allergic. 

For real? said Malcolm. 

I turn blue and cant breathe, said Toby. It goes away pretty fast, but its scary. 

Hey, you could get out of detention! said Malcolm, holding out the gum stick again. 

Keep it down! shouted Coach Furman, not looking up from the computer screen. 

Toby waved the gum away and went back to watching the hallway. Every few minutes somebody walked past, and Toby had noted with interest that these evening passersby included quite a few ME kids, a group not known for hanging around after school. Sometimes they were alone, sometimes in pairs; Toby saw at least four carrying envelopes. They all passed left to right, then a few minutes later went in the other directionwithout envelopes. 

Toby thought about what was down that hall: some classrooms, a storage area…

…and the faculty lounge. 

Toby frowned, trying to remember which teachers hed seen since detention started. Thered been Miss Cooney, the French teacher who looked like she could be a student; Mr. Shroder, the science teacher; Mr. P, the algebra teacher; and Mrs. Cortinas, the Spanish teacher. But a lot of teachers were around after school, Toby knew; it might not mean anything. 

The detention students were all watching the clock now; fifteen pairs of eyeballs were focused on the minute hand, wishing it ahead to 4:27…4:28…4:29…and finally 4:30. 

Umm, said one of the braver detainees, Coach Furman? 

Keep it down! yelled Coach Furman, not looking up from the poker hand on his screen. All he needed was a diamond, any diamond. 

But Coach… 

I said KEEP IT DOWN! He clicked his mouse, watched the card turn. A spade. He banged his fist on the desk so hard that all fifteen students jumped. He looked at the detainees. Several pointed at the clock. 

All right, said Coach Furman. Get out of here. 

Quickly, they did. The others headed left, straight for the exit, but Toby paused, then turned right toward the faculty lounge. Hed just reached the door when it opened and Mr. P stepped out. They stared at each other for a moment, then Mr. P said, What are you doing here? 

Im…I mean, I was just…Im…I had detention, said Toby. 

I know that, said Mr. P. I gave it to you, remember? 

Oh…yeah, said Toby. 

You want me to give you another one? said Mr. P. 

No, said Toby. 

Then go, said Mr. P. 

So Toby went. The last thing he heard as he exited the building was an angry roar echoing down the hall from the detention room, where Herman Furman had once again missed winning by one lousy card. 
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NIGHT HAD FALLEN. Prmkt stood in the deserted main hallway of Hubble Middle School and listened for fifteen seconds; he heard nothing. He went to the bank of lockers next to the faculty lounge and, standing on tiptoe, reached up above the third locker from the end. His hand touched an envelope. He pulled it down, then another, then still more, until he had them all. 

He unlocked the door to the faculty lounge, went inside, then closed and locked the door. He went to the big battered round table in the center of the room, where generations of Hubble teachers had drunk coffee and complained about generations of Hubble students. He set the envelopes on the table and, using a flashlight, examined them. Written on the outside of each was a name and a number. He opened the envelopes carefully, counting the cash inside each one. 

When he was done, he stuffed the money into his right-hand pants pocket. From his left-hand pocket he drew a sheaf of papers, each covered with writing and diagrams. He folded these carefully and placed one in each envelope, resealing the envelopes with tape. When he was finished, he arranged the envelopes in numerical order, reopened the door, stepped into the hall, and locked the door behind him. He looked around and listened; he saw nothing, heard nobody. 

He looked down at the top envelope; the number next to the name was 107. He went to locker 107 and pushed the envelope through one of the vent slots in the door. He continued down the hall, slipping the envelopes into their corresponding lockers. In less than ten minutes he was done. He would e-mail his report to Vrsk tonight. The plan was working perfectly. 
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TOBYS FAMILY LIVED in Woodland Meadows, an older development lacking both woods and meadows. Their house was a small brick ranch on Milkwort Court. It was dark when Toby got there, and his stomach was growling for food. But he didnt walk straight to his front door. Instead he stopped, keeping to the darkness away from the streetlights, and checked out the neighborhood, especially his yard. He was looking for two guys, one big, one bigger. 

Darth and the Wookiee. 

Those werent their real names. But thats how Toby thought of them. Theyd appeared the previous day outside Hubble Middle, right before school started, asking kids if they knew a Toby Harbinger. Nobody told them anything, because they were weird. But word quickly got to Toby that there were two guys outside looking for him. Toby had spied on them from a classroom window: Darth, a tall bald guy, wore a black raincoat even though it was sunny out; the Wookiee, even taller and much wider, had hair shooting out everywhere and a thick beard that looked as if fairly large birds lived in it. 

Toby knew right away who they were and why they were looking for him. What he didnt know was what to do about it. Ordinarily, he would have told his parents. But if he did that, hed have to confess what hed done. 

Hed done it because he needed money. No, that wasnt right; he didnt need the money, the way poor people need money for food. He wanted the money so he could buy a decent gaming computer. His parents couldnt afford to buy him one, and even if they could, they never would. Theyd given him their old Mac, and as far as they were concerned that was all the computer anybody needed, and when they were kids, they didnt even have computers, blah-blah-blah. 

Toby didnt even try to explain that you couldnt be a competitive gamer with an old computer running the wrong operating system at the speed of a dead slug. His parents were clueless about electronic things. They still could not, on their own, get photographs out of their digital camera. When they wanted to show their pictures, people had to gather around and squint at the teeny camera screen, trying to figure out whether they were looking at a wedding, or the Chrysler Building, or what. 

So Toby didnt waste time discussing his computer needs with his parents. Instead, he went down to the basement, which was mostly filled with all this supposedly valuable and sacred Star Wars junk collected by his parents. His parents were, to Tobys ongoing horror, major Star Wars geeks. They had actually met at the premiere of The Empire Strikes Back, which was the second Star Wars movie, although it was Episode V, which was one of many reasons why Toby thought Star Wars was stupid. 

His mom had gone to the movie premiere dressed as Princess Leia, and his dadToby was glad he had not been alive then because he would have had to kill himselfhad been dressed as C-3PO. Toby found this appalling. His feeling was, if you have to go out dressed as a Star Wars character, why wouldnt you at least be a human? And if you have to be a robot, why would you be the dork robot? 

Fortunately, his parents were older now, and the Force was not as strong in them. But they still sometimes watched the movies, and they hadnt thrown out any of their sacred junk. There was so much of it, they couldnt possibly know everything they had. At least thats what Toby told himself when he went down there and took the autographed BlasTech DL-44 blaster pistol used in the Star Wars movies by Han Solo. 

His father bought the pistol in 1978 and took it to the premiere, where he somehow managed to get it signed by Harrison Ford himself. 

Or so he had always claimed. 

Toby put the pistol up for auction on eBay, where, to his utter amazement, it sold, after frenzied bidding, for $2,038. Toby set up a PayPal account to get the money; to make sure his parents didnt know, he used the Hubble Middle School address. When the money showed up in his account, he mailed the blaster pistol to the winning bidder, whose nameToby later realized this should have made him nervouswas D. Arthur Vaderian. Using the money, Toby had bought, online, a totally screaming notebook gaming computer, the Tarantula Disemboweler 666X, which his parents, being clueless, did not realize was not his old Mac. For a short while, Toby was happier than hed ever been, using his new computer to kill huge numbers of online enemies. 

Then he got the e-mail from D. Arthur Vaderian. 

Mr. Harbinger, it said. The alleged signature of Harrison Ford on the BlasTech DL-44 you sent me is a fake. I demand that you send my $2,038 back immediately. 

Which was a problem, seeing as how Toby had already spent the money. Toby couldnt think of what to do, so he didnt do anything. He hoped D. Arthur Vaderian would go away. But D. Arthur Vaderian did not. He kept sending e-mails, each one angrier than the last. Toby didnt answer them. The last e-mail he had gotten said: 

Since you have chosen not to respond to my e-mails, I am going to take direct action. 

He didnt say what direct action. But when the two weird guys showed up at Hubble Middle asking about him, Toby knew right away who they were. He also knew it was only a matter of time before they found out where he lived. 

They had his name, and there werent that many Harbingers. 

And so he paused at the dark end of Milkwort Court, checking the neighborhood for Darth and the Wookiee. Seeing nobody, he walked quickly to his front door and let himself in. 

Hi, honey, said his mother, Fawn Harbinger, who was sitting on the sofa. She actually did somewhat resemble Princess Leia, if Princess Leia had let her hair go gray and gained a little weight from pretty much never doing anything except Sudoku. Youre late. 

Yeah, said Toby. I was busy working on my science fair project. 

I saved you some dinner, said his mom. Tofu pork chops. 

Yum, said Toby. 

After you eat, she said, your father needs some help packing shipments. 

Okay, said Toby. His parents operated a home-based business selling health products. His mom sat in the living room, taking orders and playing Sudoku; his dad worked in a corner of the basement, packing and shipping the orders. Their big seller was a product called HydroxyPulse 3000, which, according to the label, cured basically every human ailment. As far as Toby could tell, it was water. 

He started toward the kitchen. 

Also, Mrs. Breetle called, from the school office. 

Toby stopped. 

About what? 

She said some man came by the school, wanting your home address. Something about winning some kind of Internet contest. She didnt give out your address, of course, but she got his name and number. Hed like you to get in touch with him. His name is…wait, I wrote it down…here it is: D. Arthur Vaderian. 

Tobys stomach clenched. He started toward the kitchen again, though he was no longer hungry. 

Hey! said his mom. I just noticed something! 

What? said Toby. 

Well, D. Arthur Vaderian! If you take out some letters, it spells Darth Vader! Isnt that funny? 

Yeah, said Toby. Hilarious. 
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THE ME KIDS GATHERED every morning at a certain reserved spot in the hall near the front entrance to Hubble Middle School. It was a prime location because everybody had to walk past it, which meant (a) everybody saw the ME kids, and (b) the ME kids could observe all the other students and make note of their numerous flaws. 

This morning, however, the ME students were formed into a close little clot, examining the contents of the envelopes theyd found in their lockers. 

Wow, said Harmonee Prescott, frowning at a piece of paper. Mine has a lot of seriously big words. 

Mine, too, said Jason Niles. Like, whats an alg…algri…Whats this word? 

The Ferret glanced at Jasons paper. Alligator, he said. 

Whoa, said Jason. I need an alligator. 

Let me see that, said Haley Hess, snatching the paper from Jason. You morons, she said. It says algorithm. 

Whats an algorithm? said Jason. 

I have no idea, said Haley, handing the paper back. But its not an alligator. 

These are, like, way more complicated than last year, said Harmonee. 

Yeah, said Haley. But it doesnt matter to us, does it? 

The others smiled. 

Whoa, said Jason. Look at that. 

They turned to watch a girl come through the front door carrying a tray, on which sat what looked like a big silver ball, nearly two feet across. As the girl drew near they realized that the ball was actually thousands of paper clips. From the look of it there was nothing holding the paper clips togetherno glue, no tape. The girl clearly enjoyed the looks of astonishment from the other students. 

What is that? said The Ferret. 

That, said Jason, is the competition. 

Its a magnet ball, said Haley. I read about one on the Internet. You charge all the paper clips until theyre magnetized. Then they stick together and you make them into all sorts of stuff. It looks impressive, but its pretty lame. No way that wins. 

Shes already done with hers? Harmonee said. It was only announced yesterday! 

Im not worried, said Haley, tapping her piece of paper. 

So when do we go see our friend at the mall? said The Ferret. 

Today, said Haley. I cant wait to start learning all aboutshe looked at her piece of paperco-resonant phase-shifted induction sequencers. 

Me, neither, said Jason. And alligatorithms. 

Algorithms, said Haley. 

Whatever, said Jason. 

Uh-oh, said The Ferret, looking down the hall. Its The Armpit. 

Striding toward the ME kids was Assistant Principal Paul Parmit, Hubbles disciplinarian. The Armpitas everyone, including teachers, called him, although of course not to his facewas a remarkably sweaty, prematurely bald man in his mid-thirties who always looked as though at least one of his eyeballs was about to explode. He spent the time before classes patrolling the halls, telling clots of students to break it up. Nobody knew why The Armpit felt that it was so important for clots to break up, but he did. 

Hide the papers, hissed Haley. The MEs scrambled to put their papers away. Harmonee, finding nowhere to put hers, shoved it up the back of The Ferrets shirt. 

Break it up! said The Armpit, bearing down. 

Haleys paper slipped back out of The Ferrets shirt and fell to the slick hallway floor directly in front of The Armpit. Lets break it UUUUUUNNHOOF! he said, stepping on the piece of paper in such a way that his foot slid violently forward and the rest of him flew backward, causing him to land hard on his butt, sweat spraying outward from his body in a small perspiration typhoon. The paper flew forward and into the air, directly into the face of Toby, who had just entered the school and was hoping to slip past the ME kids while The Armpit was breaking them up. Reflexively, he reached out and grabbed the paper. 

Give me that! said The Armpit, scrambling to his feet, his face a deep, glistening red. He snatched the paper from Toby with one hand and grabbed Tobys shirt with the other. 

Do you think that was funny? The Armpit yelled. 

Yeah, Hardbonger, said Jason. Do you think that was funny? 

But I didnt Toby began. 

Quiet! said The Armpit. Youre going to come with… 

Excuse me, said Haley, sweetly, putting her hand on The Armpits arm. But theres been a mistake. 

There has? said The Armpit, softening, as all males did when targeted at close range by Haleys blue-eyed gaze. 

Yes, said Haley. This paper belongs to Harmonee. She dropped it. Didnt you, Harmonee. 

I did, said Harmonee, batting her eyelashes at The Armpit. And I am so sorry, Mr. Armp…Mr. Parmit. She, too, put her hand on The Armpits arm, trying hard not to show how seriously grossed out she was by its dampness. 

The Armpit looked at the piece of paper. Ah! he said, nodding. I see. With an odd smile, he handed the paper to Harmonee. Then he turned to Toby and said, Okay, break it up. 

But, said Toby, Im not

Are you trying to get into trouble? said The Armpit.

No, sir, said Toby.

Yeah, Hardbonger, said Jason. Break it up.

Toby sighed, turned, and headed down the hall, ignoring the laughter of the ME kids behind him. His thoughts were on the brief glimpse hed gotten of Harmonees paper. 
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TOBY FOUND MICAH AND TAMARA at their regular morning spot, located down the hallway about fifteen yardsor, in Hubble Middle status distance, 287 million milesfrom the ME kids. 

Whatd you do to tick off The Armpit? asked Micah, as Toby walked up. 

Well, first I was walking past when he slipped on a piece of paper, said Toby. And then I didnt break it up. 

Break what up? said Micah. 

I have no idea, said Toby. But get this. I think the piece of paper was an outline for Harmonee Prescotts science fair project. 

Really? said Tamara. What was it? 

I dont really know, said Toby. I only saw it for a second. But it was really technical, with all kinds of numbers and stuff. 

Harmonee? said Tamara. The lip gloss queen? Technical? 

I know, said Toby. Theres no way she understands it. Theyre up to something. He told Tamara and Micah what hed seen the previous evening during study hallthe ME kids walking past with envelopes, then returning without them, and his unsuccessful effort to investigate further, thwarted by Mr. P. 

Do you think Mr. P is helping them cheat? said Micah. 

I dunno, said Toby. I didnt see him holding any envelopes. 

Those cheaters, said Tamara, glaring at the ME kids. I would so love to bust them. Or at least beat them, for once. 

Yeah, said Toby and Micah together. 

Did you see the paper-clip ball? said Micah. 

Yeah, said Toby. It looks cool, but it wont win. You have to be more original than that. 

Well, said Tamara, my project is very original. 

You have an idea? said Micah. 

Yup, said Tamara. 

Does it involve stinging insects? said Toby. Two years earlier Tamaras project had been a cross-section of a beehive that Tamara believed had been abandoned by the bees. Unfortunately, not all of the bees had been informed that they were supposed to have left. One of them stung a judge, who had an allergic reaction and had to be rushed to the hospital. Fortunately, he recovered, but as Tamara learned, even if your project does not actually kill a judge, you are still unlikely to win a prize for it. 

Ha-ha, said Tamara. Very funny. 

So what is your project? asked Micah. 

Its called, Packaging: The Deadly Killer in Your Home, said Tamara. 

Huh, said Micah. 

Seriously, said Tamara. Think about it. You know how whenever you buy anything, its sealed up inside that thick, hard plastic, and theres no way to open it, so you have to try to cut it with scissors or a knife, but its really hard to cut, and it turns into these jagged pieces of plastic that are really sharp, and you end up cutting yourself? 

Micah and Toby both nodded. 

My aunt got my cousin a Barbie doll for Christmas, continued Tamara, and by the time she got it out of the package, she needed eight stitches in her hand. There was blood all over Barbie. She looked like Texas Chainsaw Massacre Barbie. 

And this is a science-fair project…how? said Toby. 

I havent figured it all out, said Tamara. But Im gonna show how easy it is for package plastic to slice through human flesh. 

Whose flesh are you going to use? said Micah. 

Ha-ha, very funny, said Tamara. Ill use something to simulate flesh, like a canned ham. 

A canned ham, said Toby. 

Right, said Tamara. Or baloney.

Why dont you use a Barbie doll? said Micah.

Thats actually not a bad idea, said Tamara. It would be more dramatic. In fact, I have this old Barbie at home that would be perfect. My mom got it at a yard sale. Rollerblade Barbie. She has these pink booties with wheels that shoot out sparks when you roll them. Its really stupid. 

So, said Toby, your science-fair project is going to be to show that plastic can slice luncheon meat. 

Or Rollerblade Barbie, said Tamara. 

Toby sighed and turned to Micah. What about you? he said. Still planning to levitate the frog? 

Yup, said Micah. Fester is ready. Hes good to go. I just need a really strong magnet. 

Wherere you gonna get that? said Toby. 

That place at the mall, said Micah. 

The Science Nook, said Tamara. With the weird guy.

Hes weird, said Micah. But everybody says he can get anything. You guys wanna go with me after school? 

Sure, said Tamara. 

I have detention, said Toby. But I can meet you there after.

Okay, said Micah. Hey, whats your experiment gonna be? 

I dunno yet, said Toby. I need to think of one. 

A really good one, he thought. Good enough to win. 

Toby hadnt told Tamara or Micaheven though they were his closest friendsabout the mess he was in. This was partly because he didnt want them telling anybody else, but mostly it was because he was ashamed of himself. He wished hed never taken the blaster, never sold it on eBay, never bought the computer. The only way out he could see was to somehow win the science fair and pay back the money to the Darth Vader guy. 

That was the other thing on Tobys mind, every minute: where were Darth and the Wookiee? Hed had trouble sleeping the night before, fearing another phone call to his house, or worse, a knock on the door. But there had been nothing, and this morning Toby had seen no sign of the two creepy guys on his way to school. 

Where were they? 

Tobys unhappy thoughts were interrupted by the bell. The crowded hallway began to empty as students headed for their homerooms. From the distance came the voice of The Armpit, telling people to break it up. 

So, said Micah, as the three friends separated, well go to the mall later and get my magnet? 

Right, said Tamara. And Ill buy something packaged in plastic. 

Youre really gonna do that packaging thing? said Toby. 

Absolutely, said Tamara. Packaging: The Deadly Killer in Your Home. You dont think thats a winner? 

I think, said Toby, you were better off with the bees. 
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