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			“It’s just magic.”

			Jump into the garbage,” she’d said. “It’ll be fun,” she’d said.

			Staring at the smelly dumpster behind the elementary school, Landon Murphy had a feeling that this was some elaborate prank to make him look stupid. But that didn’t seem like Jade’s style. “We’re lucky, you know,” Jade said, wiping sweaty pink hair from her forehead. She tried to lean her bicycle against the wall of the school, but the front tire turned and it crashed to the ground, knocking Landon’s down with it. 

			“Why are we lucky?” Landon finally asked. It wasn’t that he wanted to know the answer, but he knew that Jade wouldn’t stop talking about it until he asked. 

			“Because there are a lot of regular dumpsters in the world,” Jade answered, “but ours is . . . magic.” She waved her hands through the air when she said the word, chipped fingernails shimmering with glittery paint. 

			“Okay,” Landon said. He’d believe it when he saw the dumpster do something magical. Right now it looked as plain as could be. Nasty stains streaked the tan metal. The black lid was flipped open, and a stench rose from the inside, trash baking in the afternoon sun.

			Jade skipped forward, the buckles on her overalls jingling. That girl skipped everywhere in her hand-painted rainbow sandals. She and Landon would both be in sixth grade this fall—wasn’t that a little too old to be skipping about so cheerfully? And what did she have to be so excited about, anyway? Wasn’t life just as messed up and confusing for her as it was for him? 

			“Isn’t this the most amazing thing in all the whole wide world?” she said, running one hand along the edge of the dirty dumpster. 

			“We must have different definitions of amazing,” Landon said. 

			Jade twitched her head to the side and muttered over her shoulder, “He doesn’t get it yet. But he will.” 

			She was a strange one, Jade Shu. She talked to her own shoulder more than she talked to anyone at school. Hanging around with her certainly wasn’t going to do Landon any favors with the popular kids. But his mom was making him do it. Two weeks into summer break and Jade had finally convinced him to follow her to this “magic” dumpster. 

			“Did you bring what I told you to bring?” she asked, lowering her voice as if sharing a dramatic mystery. 

			Landon gestured toward the sack of garbage at his feet. 

			“Good job, brother!” Jade pointed a thumb into the open dumpster. “Now, get in there!” 

			“Get in there?” Landon repeated skeptically. “I don’t even know what I’m doing.” He cleared his throat and muttered the next part. “And I’m not your brother.” 

			“You will be,” she said cheerfully. “In just three short weeks. My dad’s almost done cleaning out your room.” 

			Three weeks until Landon’s mom married Jade’s dad. Three weeks until he moved in across the hall from this weirdo he had spent most of last year avoiding. 

			Landon peered into the dumpster, ready to change the subject. “Doesn’t look like a magical portal to me.” Jade had said it would lead somewhere spectacular. But it just looked gross. This was ridiculous. He shouldn’t have come along.

			“Well, obvs,” Jade said. “If it looked like a magic portal, people would think it was a magic portal. The trick is that it looks like a perfectly ordinary dumpster.” 

			“How’d you find it?” 

			“Mr. Clarence.” 

			“The janitor?” Landon glanced up at the school. In all his years at Stafford Elementary, he had never actually spoken to Mr. Clarence. If Landon had been seen talking to the janitor, Carlos and Xander would have made fun of him for sure.

			Landon squinted at the school, all closed up for the summer. He was happy to be graduated from that place. Middle school was going to be better . . . right? 

			“Mr. Clarence is the reason for all of this!” Jade said. “We’ve been friends since I was in third grade. You know my art wall?” 

			“No,” Landon said quickly. Was she talking about that weird wall in her house that she kept painting and repainting?

			“Well, I have a glorious wall in my bedroom that my dad lets me decorate however I want,” Jade said. “In third grade, Mr. Clarence caught me picking milk cartons out of the trash for my Wall of Greatness.” 

			Landon had no idea what milk cartons had to do with art, and he didn’t ask. “Did you get in trouble?” 

			“For what?” 

			“For stealing milk cartons.”

			“Oh, no,” Jade replied. “Mr. Clarence saw my potential and, well . . . ” She gestured at the dumpster. 

			Landon raised his eyebrows. “He let you use his magic dumpster?”

			“Technically, the dumpster is only magical because of this Glopified hinge right here,” Jade said. 

			“Glopi-what?” 

			Jade shook her head, muttering to her shoulder. “So much to learn! Anyways—” she looked at Landon—“grab your trash and jump in!” 

			He reached for the garbage sack at his feet, but paused, annoyed at himself for even being talked into going this far. “You first,” he said, stubbornly folding his arms. 

			“No, no,” Jade said. “I know exactly what I’m doing. This is my fourth summer dumpster diving, and I’ve done this a hundred times.” 

			“I know, I know,” Landon said. And after four years, Jade had finally been asked to invite someone else from her hometown to join . . . whatever this was. But Landon still couldn’t figure out why Jade had picked him. Seemed suspicious. Shouldn’t she have asked one of her other artsy friends?

			“You have to go first,” Jade insisted, “so I can make sure you don’t get stuck.” 

			“I could get stuck?” Landon took a step back from the dumpster. 

			“Not if I’m right behind to flush you through,” she said. 

			Landon grunted. He’d come this far. After so many days of Jade trying to talk him into it, he might as well jump and see what all the fuss was about. At least that would keep his mom off his back. At least he could tell her that he had tried to be friends with his crazy soon-to-be stepsister. 

			Landon gripped the stained rim of the dumpster. He was aware of Jade grinning at his side, so he shot her a hard stare. 

			“You’re not filming me, are you?” he asked. That would be just what he needed to kick off middle school—a viral video of Landon Murphy diving face-first into a pile of ordinary trash. 

			“I don’t even have a phone,” Jade said. “But Mr. Clarence put a stool out so it’s easier to—” 

			Landon didn’t need a stool. Before Jade could finish her sentence, he hoisted himself up the side of the dumpster and flipped forward, rolling into the smelly garbage. 

			It was like falling into . . . garbage. He felt the rustle of stuffed plastic bags as they closed over his head. Something hard clanged against his shoulder, and something squishy slimed across the back of his hand. 

			But it didn’t end. Landon kept falling and falling, as if the dumpster were bottomless. The unnatural sensation caused his stomach to twist with fear, and he began to claw at the trash bags as he tumbled through them. Nothing provided any sort of stability. Was he falling through the garbage? Or was the garbage falling with him? 

			Landon suddenly burst free and found himself lying in a heap of trash atop a brimming dumpster. But this was not the dumpster behind Stafford Elementary School. 

			What? This couldn’t be possible. Landon threw aside a sack of trash at his left, looking for a hidden trapdoor or a tricky turntable.

			Landon sat up sharply. Was this an optical illusion? He squinted disbelievingly at his new surroundings. The dumpster was on a large concrete pad strewn with loose trash. A warm breeze carried a rank, rotting stench much stronger than the garbage he was sitting in. 

			There were more dumpsters to his left and right. The lids were open, and several kids were crawling out of them. They dusted themselves off—as if falling through a dumpster portal was no big deal—and made their way across the concrete pad to a big building with metal siding. 

			Whether it was magic or not, weird little Jade Shu had been right! A real portal? To where? 

			Before Landon had a chance to wonder what was in the building, the trash next to him erupted, and Jade Shu appeared. 

			“Woohoo,” she shouted, instantly crawling to the edge and lowering herself out of the dumpster. “Nothing quite like dumpster diving!” She handed him the sack of trash that he had brought from home. “You almost forgot this.” 

			“Where . . . ” Landon stammered, numbly following her down. “Where are we?” 

			“I think we’re somewhere in Texas,” she replied, “but supposedly this place is super impossible to find on an ordinary map.” 

			“Texas?” Landon cried. “But we were in Stafford. We were—”

			“Portal,” Jade cut him off. “Just like I told you. Geesh. Not sure why it was so hard for you to believe me. It’s just magic.”

			“Magic isn’t real.” Landon shook his head. “It has to be something else. A real explanation.” 

			“Ah, good,” Jade said, ignoring him. “Here comes our teacher.” 

			Landon turned to see a woman emerge from the building, jogging forward to meet them with an easygoing smile on her freckled face. She looked to be in her early twenties and was wearing a pair of long-sleeved, dark-blue mechanic coveralls that seemed too hot for summer. A braid of brown hair swished across her back as she came to an excited stop. 

			“You must be Landon Murphy,” she said, quickly shaking his hand. “Welcome to the School of Garbage!” 

			“School?” Landon cried. “School?” He whirled on Jade. “It’s summer break and you dragged me to a school?” 

			“Oh, come on, brother,” Jade said. “What else would you be doing?” 

			“I . . . I . . . ” Landon stammered. “I have video games that need me!” 

			The woman chuckled, but Landon hadn’t really meant it as a joke. He had no idea where he was. Everyone else seemed awfully calm about this, but Landon was starting to wonder how he was supposed to get back home.

			“This school isn’t like school,” Jade said. “You’re gonna love it here. For starters, we’ve got the best teachers.” She pointed at the woman, who responded with an awkward wave. 

			“Nice to meet you,” she said. “My name is Daisy Gates.”
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			“Is he dangerous?”

			Landon followed Daisy through the front doors of the school, a refreshing blast of air conditioning hitting his face. Jade had said this place was different, but the building looked an awful lot like a regular elementary school. Wide hallways with lots of doors. 

			“I can take your trash,” Daisy said, reaching for the sack in his hand. 

			“It’s literally just trash,” he said, handing it over. “From my house.” 

			“It’s literally your first assignment,” Daisy said, passing it off to Jade. “Will you run this to Dr. Weizmann’s office? He won’t be reading it until after the Smell Check.”

			“Sure thing,” Jade said, slinging the sack over her shoulder. “I’ll catch you at lunch, brother.” She started to turn down another hallway. 

			“Hold on,” Landon said. “Lunch? You mean . . . we’re going to be here all day? I didn’t really sign up for this, Jade.” 

			“And no one is making you stay,” Daisy replied. “But I think after your first class this morning you’ll want to stay.” 

			“And come back tomorrow,” Jade added. 

			“But we’re not in the same class?” Landon asked her. As strange as Jade was, she was at least familiar. The idea of being in this foreign place by himself was intimidating. 

			“Of course not!” Jade said. “This is my fourth summer. You’re just a newbie.” And then she peeled off down the hallway.

			“Jade was part of our first batch of students,” Daisy said. “I think back to that first summer and realize that Dr. Weizmann and I had no idea what we were doing.” She chuckled. “School of Garbage is in its fourth year now. We’ve really got the curriculum dialed in.” 

			Daisy pushed open a door at the end of the hallway. Sun­light poured in, causing Landon to squint as he followed the teacher outside. 

			Garbage stretched before his sight like an endless landscape: hills and valleys of bags and junk. Hundreds of seagulls circled the trash heaps, diving down to pick at some unspeakable refuse. The smell was rotten, and Landon wrinkled his nose at it. 

			“Welcome, young garbologists,” Daisy said, “to your first day at the landfill.” 

			Landon suddenly noticed the other kids standing in the trash-littered gravel behind the school. There were five of them, all looking way younger—and far more eager—than Landon was.

			“Who can tell me what a landfill is?” Daisy asked. A skinny kid with black hair instantly raised his hand. “Shawn,” Daisy said. 

			“It’s the place where all of our trash goes after the garbage trucks take it away,” he answered.

			“All right,” Daisy said. “That’s true. Pretty much every city has a landfill so we can get rid of our trash.” 

			A girl wearing a backpack raised her hand.

			“Clara?” Daisy said. 

			“My cousin said a landfill is where the garbage gets buried over.” 

			“Very good,” Daisy said. “Your cousin must have paid attention last year.” 

			Ah, so these little kids were here because they had a connection, like Jade. Why were they all so much younger than him? It was embarrassing. Why had Jade pulled him into this? 

			“This landfill is a little different,” Daisy explained. “I don’t think there’s enough dirt in the whole world to cover over this much garbage. And even if there was, something tells me this trash would never stay covered.” 

			Daisy gestured dramatically toward the nearest heap of trash. When nothing happened, she cleared her throat and called loudly. “I said . . . this trash would never stay covered!”

			Still nothing. Daisy sighed—or was it a chuckle? She didn’t strike Landon as the type to get angry. Then she put both hands on her hips and screamed at the nearest pile of garbage. 

			“BOOKWORM!” 

			The trash exploded. Landon tensed, falling back a step while several of the younger kids let out squeals of fright. Stuffed garbage sacks ripped open, the contents swirling up and forming together. The heap of garbage launched straight up, soaring in a mighty pounce and landing right beside Daisy Gates. 

			The garbage stood up. Somehow, the trash had formed into a humanoid figure that loomed over their teacher. One leg was built from a broken broom handle, with wads of old newspaper bulking it out. Cardboard boxes made up the torso, and the arms were a series of stuffed grocery bags ending in hands of bent wire. The monster’s head was an old textbook, sagging open like a mouth, with a lunchbox fused on top for a skull. 

			Landon fought the urge to run—which was more than could be said about some of the other kids. A small scream might have left his mouth, but he was too stunned to recognize if he’d made a sound. 

			Now, this was magic. Undeniable. Right in front of his eyes. Landon wanted some other realistic explanation, but he felt his disbelief melting away. Given what he was seeing, it was easier just to give up and acknowledge that magic had to be real. And if it was . . . well, maybe this school wasn’t going to be so bad after all. 

			“Nice dramatic entrance, big guy,” Daisy said. She made a fist and held it out. The trash figure made the same gesture and fist-bumped her like a friend on the playground. 

			Daisy gestured at the cowering kids. The ones who had taken off running had already started circling back when they saw that the teacher wasn’t afraid of the trash monster. 

			“Say hi to the new students, Bookworm,” Daisy said. 

			The garbage figure turned toward Landon and the others. The covers of the textbook parted like lips, and Landon saw stubby pencils forming rows of sharp teeth. And was that a pink retainer wedged into the creature’s mouth? 

			With a grunt, Bookworm reached a hand into his own torso and yanked out a small cardboard box. Landon recognized the packaging—his dad bought that kind of high-­protein granola bars. Bookworm studied the box for a second and then carefully ripped the cardboard down the middle. Landon saw the words protein granola bars fall to the ground as Bookworm proudly held out the remaining piece of the box with one word. 

			High. 

			Daisy laughed. “Yep. That says hi.” She patted him on the arm, and his textbook mouth curled up in a smile. “Bookworm is a Thingama­junk.” 

			Landon heard a couple of the kids mutter the word under their breaths. Thingama­junk. He wanted to say it too, but what if it made him sound stupid? 

			“We don’t know exactly how many Thinga­ma­junks live in the landfill,” Daisy went on, “but we’ve catalogued seventy-­eight of them in the last ten years.” 

			“Is he dangerous?” asked the girl beside Landon. 

			“Not Bookworm,” Daisy answered. “But the other seventy-­seven Thinga­ma­junks out there definitely are.” 

			Landon felt a nervous ripple pass through the ranks of new students. 

			“Oh, don’t worry,” Daisy said, noticing the concern. “The school is protected by a complex security system so the wild Thinga­ma­junks can’t get in. And first-year students won’t be allowed out in the landfill alone.” 

			She turned to Bookworm. “We’re doing the Smell Check, big guy. You got the prize ready like I asked?” 

			In response to her question, Bookworm reached into his left shoulder and pulled out a wadded brown paper bag. Daisy took it from him and peeked inside for a second. 

			“Nice,” she said, folding it closed again. “Everybody follow me.” 

			Daisy struck off with Bookworm by her side. It was crazy to watch how that pile of trash walked—slightly hunched over and lumbering like something out of a movie. They led the students into the landfill, following a dirt path through mounds of trash that grew higher and higher on either side. 

			Landon noticed the awestruck expression of the kid named Shawn and wondered if he looked that silly himself. The thought snapped him back to reality, and he tried to act bored as they hiked.

			“The landfill is a wild and unpredictable place,” Daisy said, sounding like a tour guide. “The trash around us might look normal here, but believe me, it’s not. One time, I almost got sucked up by a giant vacuum cleaner with a mind of its own.” 

			“How is that even possible?” one of the students asked. 

			“Glop,” Daisy answered. “Magic. This whole landfill is saturated with it. That’s what probably created the Thinga­ma­junks in the first place. The magic arranges the garbage in surprising ways, which can make the landscapes highly dangerous. Canyons made from old bed mattresses, propane tanks that spit fire, an entire valley formed by thousands of car tires fused together.” 

			“Can we see any of those places?” someone asked. 

			“Not this summer,” Daisy answered. “The School of Garbage program only runs for a month, and that’s just not enough time to prepare you for what you’d find out there.”

			Landon wondered what exactly this School of Garbage would be preparing him for at all. What was the purpose of all this? Was it supposed to be fun? Did they have plans to train him to become a janitor somewhere? Landon wanted to play professional baseball, not clean toilets. 

			“If you stick with the program,” Daisy continued, “next summer we’re thinking of taking some students on an overnight camp to the Press.” 

			“What’s the Press?” 

			“Newspapers,” Daisy said. “There’s a section of the landfill where giant sheets of old newspapers cover the ground. At night, the newspapers fold up like huge origami flowers. In the morning, the sheets of newspaper flatten themselves out again and cover themselves with trash so you’d never even know they’re there. Quite a sight.” 

			Landon glanced at the growing piles of garbage on either side of their path, suddenly feeling sort of claustrophobic. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of the trash folding up unexpectedly. 

			“Ah, here we are.” Daisy finally stopped, wiping sweat from her forehead as she faced the students. The smell was atrocious. Landon plugged his nose with his free hand. 

			“There’s a special prize inside this paper bag,” Daisy explained, holding it out. “It’s something that I guarantee each of you wants. But only one of you will get it.”

			A little competition? Okay. Maybe this school was going to be interesting. 

			Daisy handed the paper sack to Bookworm. To Landon’s surprise, the Thingama­junk instantly hurled it up and out of sight over the mound of trash to their left. Man, that trash guy had a serious pitching arm! Landon had played two seasons of baseball and he’d never seen anybody throw like that!

			“Well?” Daisy said to the students. “What are you waiting for?” She pointed up the mound of garbage. “First one to reach the prize gets it!”
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			“What is that stuff?”

			Landon was halfway up the mountain of trash by the time any of the younger kids even moved. If this place really was school, then this class had to be P.E. And P.E. was Landon’s best subject. 

			A bag of garbage gave out under Landon’s right foot, but he caught himself, springing to better footing at his side. The bag tumbled down, knocking into Shawn and causing him to fall flat on his butt. These little kids should just give up now and save themselves the embarrassment. 

			In a moment, Landon had reached the top of the garbage pile. But the smell nearly knocked him to his knees. 

			A lake of slime stretched out before him. The liquid was black, like tar—shiny and completely motionless. And there, on the far side, splatted into the tarlike surface of the lake, was the paper bag Bookworm had thrown. 

			More than a dozen ripped couch cushions were scattered across the lake like square lily pads. Landon couldn’t decide if they had tumbled down from the steep cliffs of trash that bordered the lake or if they’d been purposefully spaced across the slime. Either way, it looked like he’d be able to get to the paper-bag prize and avoid the slime if he jumped from cushion to cushion.

			A hot breeze passed over the lake, intensifying the rotten stench. 

			“Don’t throw up, don’t throw up,” Landon muttered under his breath.

			The trash suddenly shifted behind him, and Landon realized that Bookworm had also reached the top. Daisy swung down from the Thingama­junk’s back and took a deep breath through her nose. 

			“Ah, the sweet smell of your first day at the School of Garbage.” 

			“Ugh,” Landon said, his voice sounding funny through his pinched nose. “What is that stuff?” 

			“Drain scum,” Daisy answered. “Imagine that a hundred thousand clogged drains from bathrooms and kitchens all belched up their contents into the same place.” She gestured at the lake. 

			That was the most disgusting thing he had ever thought about. 

			“Why is it here?” Landon shrieked as another kid reached the top and bent over, gagging. “Did you make this?” 

			“This landfill does strange and inexplicable things,” Daisy said. “The fact that all the drain scum magically pools to one spot is the least impressive thing you’ll find. We didn’t make it, but we sure will use it! This is the first major Smell Check. Being a garbologist means encountering all sorts of unpleasant odors. You can condition your nose not to be bothered. That’s the name of this game.” 

			By the time she’d finished her explanation, all six students had reached the top and were plugging their noses. A girl with curly hair ventured close to the lake’s edge, as if she might step right into the slime. 

			“I should warn you,” Daisy said, “the drain scum doesn’t smell too bad right now”—this was met with a chorus of disagreement—“but if you disturb the surface it gets a heck of a lot worse. It’ll be a stench so foul you’ll all be doubled over, unable to take a step while the prize slowly sinks out of sight.” 

			“But what is the prize?” pressed one of the boys. Landon understood his insistence. Whatever was in that paper bag had better be worth all this trouble. 

			The girl at the edge of the lake must’ve thought it would be. She sprang forward, barely managing to reach the first couch cushion. 

			“Aaaaand they’re off!” Daisy cried like a race announcer. “Good jump, Amanda. Just like a good old-fashioned game of Ground Is Lava! But in this case, Ground Is Nauseating Drain Scum.” 

			Shawn leapt onto the same cushion, knocking Amanda off-balance. She made a hasty jump for the next cushion but fell short, landing both feet into the slime with a disgusting squelching sound. Luckily, she only sank to her ankles. But the disturbed surface let out the worst stench Landon had ever smelled. It got to him even with his nose plugged. Ugh. He thought he might be sick. The kids around him were choking and gagging. Even Daisy Gates reached up to pinch her nose shut. 

			Amanda clambered onto the second cushion and leapt to the third, Shawn hot on her heels. Clara was now on the first cushion, but all Landon could do was look down at his shoes. Why had he worn his expensive Nikes today? One slip and they’d be ruined!

			Somehow, Shawn had gotten ahead of Amanda, and a fourth kid had started cushion-hopping. At this point, it looked like whatever prize was in that paper bag would soon fall into the hands of a little kid.

			Landon slipped out of his shoes and took his phone out of his pocket. He had a late start, but that didn’t mean he was going to lose. It just meant he had to change his ­strategy. 

			Holding his breath, he let go of his nose and pulled two empty plastic grocery bags from the rubble beside him. Wrapping them around his feet, he tied them over his ankles like a pair of plastic socks. Pinching his nose again, he sucked in a couple of breaths through his mouth. Yuck! The air even tasted disgusting. Then he quickly pulled off his T-shirt. 

			“So . . . ” Daisy said to him. “Whatcha doing, Landon?” 

			In a moment he had tied his shirt over his face, the fabric pinching off his nose and creating a fresh-laundry-scented filter to breathe through. 

			He rose to his plastic-covered feet, answering Daisy’s question without looking over at her. “I’m winning.” 

			Landon sprinted straight into the lake of drain scum. 

			His strategy was speed. Sure, it was going to smell terrible, but he figured he could put up with any stink for a brief moment. He was almost wrong. 

			The odor from the slime hit him like a baseball bat. Coupled with the squishy feeling of the tar around his feet, it was nearly too much. Landon felt dizzy and had to focus every ounce of energy into not throwing up. Which was more than he could say for his poor, unprepared classmates. They were keeling off their couch cushions and falling—plop-plop-plop—into the drain scum, kicking up even more rotting stench. 

			Landon’s eyes were watering. His throat burned, and he felt sick. But he was only a few feet from the half-submerged prize bag. And that Shawn kid was closing in fast. 

			In a final desperate lunge, Landon went to his knees in the muck, hand closing around the paper bag and whisking it out of Shawn’s reach. 

			The next few moments were pure chaos as all the kids stumbled and sloshed back to Daisy and Bookworm. There was crying, yelling, gagging. Down the steep hill of trash they tumbled, nearly throwing themselves to get away from the putrid smell of the slime lake. 

			Back on the trail, Landon collapsed, stripping his shirt away from his nose and mouth so he could suck in deep breaths of air. 

			“Landon Murphy takes the prize,” Daisy said, stepping over their exhausted forms. “But I think we all learned some valuable lessons.” 

			“Ughhhh,” Shawn moaned. “I learned that Landon Murphy is the worst.” 

			“Hey,” Daisy said. “We only talk kindly here. Unless you’re trash-talking . . . but we’ll discuss that later.” 

			“Well, he cheated!” Shawn insisted. 

			Landon sat up, staring at the younger kid. “How was that cheating? Because I was faster than you?” 

			“You made it stink,” Clara shouted. 

			“Everybody take a deep breath,” Daisy cut in. “No, really. I want you all to take a deep breath.” She inhaled slowly and let out a long exhale. “Before you went up that hill, you all thought the air smelled bad down here. But now, this seems like fresh air. You know what that means?” 

			“Does it mean that our noses are ruined forever?” one of the kids asked. 

			“It means you’ve gone nose-blind,” said Daisy. “Sit in a stink long enough and it won’t bother you anymore. And that means you all passed your first Smell Check.” 

			“I can definitely still smell it,” Landon said, carefully peeling off his gooey plastic socks. “I think it’s become a permanent part of my clothes and,” he sniffed his arm, “my skin.” 

			“We’ve got showers and fresh clothes for everyone back at the school,” Daisy said. “But first let’s congratulate Landon on his prize.” 

			The prize! Getting his breath back had taken so much focus that Landon had almost forgotten about the brown paper bag. He picked it up and carefully peeked inside. 

			That couldn’t be! Daisy Gates had said the prize was something they would want. But this . . . this . . . 

			Landon upended the paper bag, dumping the prize onto the dirt trail for everyone to see. 

			It was a half-eaten hamburger. Crumpled, greasy foil wrapped around the uneaten portion of the soggy bun, a slimy tomato slipping out the side. He stared in disbelief for so long that everybody probably thought he was considering taking a bite. Around him, all the stinky little kids started laughing. After that scramble, they were probably happy not to have won. Because the winner looked stupid, hunched over his prize hamburger.

			“You lied!” Landon looked up at Daisy Gates. 

			“I never lie to my students,” she answered seriously. 

			He rose slowly to his feet. “You said the prize was something we all would want!” 

			“I stand by that,” Daisy said. 

			“You tricked us into competing over a piece of garbage!” Landon stomped his bare foot on the half-eaten hamburger, feeling the foil crunch and the bun smash beneath his toes. 

			“Let me see that,” said the annoying kid, Shawn. He was squinting curiously at the garbage prize like it was something interesting. 

			Landon stepped away from the old burger and turned to his young classmate. “Help yourself.” 

			Shawn bent down, scooping up the garbage as if it were a fragile bird that had fallen to the ground. Then Shawn carefully peeled back the greasy foil. He reached into the old hamburger with a thumb and index finger, pinching something and pulling it out of the leftovers. 

			It was a hundred-dollar bill. 

			The laughter among the kids died instantly, and an awed hush settled over the group. Shawn dropped the hamburger and unfolded the bill. Sure enough. A hundred bucks. 

			“Is this real?” the kid asked Daisy. 

			She nodded. “Sure is. Lesson number one in garbology . . . ” Then she looked right at Landon. “Just because you can’t see the worth in a piece of garbage doesn’t make it worthless.”

			Shawn was grinning huge, wiping a little mustard off the corner of the hundred-dollar bill. 

			“You’ll be learning all about that in your next class with my old friend Dr. Bernard Weizmann,” Daisy said. “But first,” she reached up and fanned her hand in front of her nose. “Pew! You kids need a shower and some lunch.” 

			Landon suddenly jerked in surprise as the heap of garbage next to him burst to life. Bookworm formed, same textbook-lunchbox head, but his body was now made of completely different trash. The Thingama­junk loomed over Landon for a moment, intimidating and unnatural. Then he reached out and dropped something at the boy’s feet. 

			Landon’s shoes and phone. 

			“Thanks, Bookworm.” Landon couldn’t believe he was thanking a pile of trash. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 4
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			“I just read the trash, kid.”

			Garbology: the study of garbage. 

			It sounded boring to Landon, but the way Dr. Bernard Weizmann had spent the last half hour analyzing the garbage almost made it seem interesting.

			The professor was as weird as they came, making even Jade Shu look normal. At least Landon now understood a little about where Jade got her style. Dr. Weizmann was wearing overalls much like hers, with bright splotches of stains as if he might have been shot with paint balls. He had on a tweed sport coat with patches on both elbows, and oversized yellow rubber galoshes on his feet. The look was rounded out by a leather aviator cap and dusty goggles that had to be a relic from an old war. The earflaps dangled past a thin jaw dusted with gray stubble, which he rubbed thoughtfully as he looked over the trash on the table at the front of the classroom. 

			“And finally,” Dr. Weizmann said to Clara, “based on the grind and moisture content in these coffee grounds, I would say that someone in your household brewed a cup of coffee at approximately 11 p.m. last night. We’ve established that you are the oldest child in your family—the coffee wasn’t for you or your siblings. The colored scraps of paper and assortment of diapers in the trash told us that your mother runs a daycare. With work in the morning, the coffee couldn’t have been for her. I can only conclude that your father works the night shift and made himself a big cup of coffee on his way out the door.” 

			“He does!” the young girl cried, flipping back her hair, which was still wet from the showers. “He loads packages in a warehouse! How did you do that?” 

			Dr. Weizmann shrugged humbly. “It’s all right here.” He swept the girl’s trash off the table into the garbage sack she’d brought it in. “This is what garbology is all about. Read the trash. Find the clues. You can tell a lot about people by what they throw away.” 

			“That was amazing.” Clara took her trash bag and made her way back to her desk. 

			A little too amazing, Landon thought. He rubbed his face, still tingly from the pink soap he’d used in the shower. 

			This “garbology” class had been dragging on for an hour. One by one, Bernard Weizmann was spotlighting each of the new students by spreading out the garbage that they’d brought from home and revealing all kinds of facts and information about each kid. But Landon had a feeling the whole thing was staged. Dr. Weizmann had probably researched stuff about the students before they came. He was probably only pretending to learn all this from the garbage. 

			“Last up, Landon Murphy.” Dr. Weizmann gestured for him to come to the front of the classroom. 

			Well, this was going to be interesting. Landon stood up, snatching the garbage sack that Jade had told him to bring with trash from his house in Stafford. But Landon had brought garbage from both of his homes—Mom’s house and Dad’s. If there was any truth to what Dr. Weizmann was doing, this was bound to stump the weird professor.

			“All right, kiddo,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Let’s take a look.” He took the plastic sack from Landon and held it up for inspection. “First things first. You rode your bicycle to the dumpster portal, didn’t you?” 

			“What?” Landon said. “I mean, yeah. But—” 

			“It’s really quite obvious,” Dr. Weizmann said. “You tied off the sack close to the bulk of the garbage without using the drawstrings at the top of the bag. That keeps the trash nicely contained so it doesn’t swing as much. But then you pulled the blue drawstrings anyway. Why? So you could tie them around your bicycle’s handlebar.” 

			Landon swallowed hard. This was freaky. So far, it was all totally accurate. How was the guy doing this? The younger students were gasping and nodding, and that just made Landon want to prove the professor wrong. 

			“Huh,” Landon said. “You were close. I actually biked to the dumpster with the garbage sack tied over my shoulder.” 

			Dr. Weizmann grinned under his pencil-thin mustache. “Well, that’s simply not true. You see these tiny dirt marks on the side of the bag? Those are little dried splash marks from a puddle you hit on your bike ride. Based on the splatter pattern, the bag was definitely hanging from the handlebars.” 

			Landon said nothing, but he shuffled awkwardly in front of his young peers. Dr. Weizmann didn’t get upset that Landon had tried to lie to him. He only seemed to get more excited. 

			“Now let’s get to the interesting part.” The garbologist untied the knot and dumped the trash across the long table at the front of the classroom. He scattered through it with his hands, spreading the trash in an even layer so he could see every individual scrap.

			“Let’s see,” he muttered under his breath. His dark eyes flicked up to glance at Landon, then instantly returned to the trash. “This is . . . ” He flipped over an empty tube of toothpaste. “I think it’s . . . ” 

			Ha! The know-it-all garbologist was finally stumped! 

			Dr. Weizmann sighed out one side of his mouth and then leaned back, lips pressed tightly together in defeat. “I’m having a hard time with this one, kids. The trash can be a fickle friend—sometimes she tells you all her secrets, and other times she simply stinks.” 

			He swept the trash back into Landon’s sack and slowly retied the knot as he addressed the whole class. “It’s been wonderful getting to know you all today. I look forward to a summer full of trash! Your next class starts in fifteen minutes in room 104: Janitorial History with Daisy Gates.”

			The students stood up and shuffled out the door. Landon waited for a moment, half expecting Dr. Weizmann to give him the trash bag. Then he suddenly felt silly, realizing that it was actual garbage and he’d be happy for the professor to throw it away for him. 

			Landon was almost through the door when Dr. Weizmann called after him. 

			“It can be rough, Murphy. Believe me, I know.” 

			Landon stopped and turned back into the empty classroom. “What are you talking about?” 

			“I’m talking about this.” He held up the trash bag. “Jade Shu is a great student. She told you to bring a bag of trash from your house, but you brought trash from two separate houses.” 

			“How did you . . . ?” Landon hadn’t mentioned that to Jade. 

			“There were two empty tubes of toothpaste in this bag,” Dr. Weizmann explained. “Two different brands. One from your mom’s house, and one from your dad’s. You must split your time pretty equally between both houses for the tubes to run out at the same time.” 

			“Yeah,” Landon said. “My parents are divorced. Jade probably told you that.” 

			“She did,” Dr. Weizmann replied. “But the garbage told me even more.” He moved around the table, his yellow rubber boots squeaking on the floor as he strode calmly toward Landon. 

			“I know that your mom is getting married to Jade’s dad in a few weeks,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Jade did tell me that. But the garbage told me that you’re pretty sad about it and your mom hasn’t really talked to you about it. I know that your dad got a big promotion at work. Jade told me that. But the garbage told me that you’re on your own a lot at his house and you probably feel a little ignored.” 

			Landon bristled. The hair on the back of his neck actually raised, and he wanted to run. But he also wanted to know how Dr. Weizmann knew all that. Those certainly weren’t feelings he had shared with Jade Shu. 

			“Do you stalk all the new students?” Landon asked defensively. “Or just me?”

			The garbologist chuckled and shook his head. “I just read the trash, kid.” 

			“No!” Landon snapped. “That’s not possible. There’s no way you could learn all of that just by looking at the garbage I brought.” 

			Dr. Weizmann’s thin mustache twitched, and he took a deep breath. “There were no fewer than two dozen snot-dried tissues in the trash, but you don’t have a cold or active allergies, which means that snot came from crying—probably in the privacy of your own room. Crying at Mom’s house because you’re not so sure about her marrying Jade’s dad.” 

			“How could you possibly know—”

			“There are several shopping receipts in the trash. The first is for BigMart with a credit card ending in 7729. Whoever used it purchased men’s deodorant. Now, that could be for you, but they also bought men’s EverLast hair-restoration shampoo, so it’s most likely your father. That means the other receipt belongs to your mom, who used a credit card ending in 2641 to purchase Foster brand tissues from FastStop—handy for blowing noses while you’re having a good cry about your mother’s upcoming nuptials. Meanwhile, Dad’s card ordered a single pepperoni pizza two days ago, which fed you for two meals. You ate the first few slices right out of the box, wiping your mouth with a napkin that is now quite crusty. You finished the pizza last night, microwaving the leftovers on a paper plate that hasn’t dried out at the same rate as the napkin. Because you ate the whole pizza alone, it tells me that Dad is obsessed with his work, staying late at the office ever since he got this promotion, but he still buys you pizza because he wants to make sure you’re taken care of. And the fact that you gathered trash from both homes on the same day probably means your parents live close enough together that you could ride your bike between their houses.” 

			Dr. Bernard Weizmann lifted the trash bag and took a deep sniff. “Did I get it right?” 

			Landon stood there in shock, unblinking. He felt exposed and vulnerable in front of this strange stranger. The garbologist was right on every point. Right about private things that the man shouldn’t have known about. And Landon didn’t like that.

			Landon reached out and yanked the garbage bag away from Dr. Weizmann. “I thought you couldn’t read my trash.” 

			The garbologist smiled sadly. “Yours was the easiest to read, kiddo.” 

			“What?” Landon said. “Why?” 

			“Because it looked just like mine when I was your age.” 

			Landon let himself stand exposed for one more breath before shrugging it off. “It’s fine, really,” he said. “It’s not a big deal.” 

			“Nah, of course not,” Dr. Weizmann said. “It’s life. And life can’t be a big deal.”

			“Listen,” Landon said, annoyed by the garbologist’s sarcasm. “You don’t really know me as good as you think you do. Yeah, that garbage trick was cool, but it’s not who I am.”

			Without another word, Landon turned and left the classroom. He looked down at the sack of trash in his hand. It had betrayed him. It had revealed his secrets.

			He didn’t want to be part of this School of Garbage. He wanted to go home. But which home did he want to go to? The empty one where Dad was working all the time, or the one where Mom was all wrapped up in her coming wedding?

			Landon stuffed the sack into a large trash can in the hallway. Once that can was emptied, this garbage would be taken out into the landfill and never be seen again. And that made him jealous of his own trash. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 5

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“You all have homework tonight.”

			There was a monster sitting on Daisy Gates’s shoulder. It was the strangest little creature Landon had ever seen. It was shaped like a fat lizard with scaly silver skin drooping in deep folds around its neck and belly, hiding any feet or legs that the creature might have had. 

			Its round eyes were bulging like a pair of ping-pong balls on top of its head, with lazy eyelids sagging more than halfway down over them. The monster’s long tail draped across the back of Daisy’s neck as she tidied some papers on the desk at the front of the room. Every now and again, the creature would flick out its white tongue like a snake tasting the air. 

			It was certainly unlike any animal Landon had ever seen or read about. And the strangest thing of all was that Daisy didn’t seem one bit concerned about it. The five other new students were pointing and gasping from their desks, voicing all the questions that were quietly running through Landon’s head. 

			“What is that thing?” 

			“Does she know it’s there?” 

			“Is it dangerous? 

			“Let’s get started!” Daisy clapped her hands for attention. “Welcome to Janitorial History, where we will catch you up on everything you need to know about the magical world of janitors.” 

			A hand shot up on the front row. Was it Amy? Amanda? Landon had been with these little kids all day but still had no desire to learn their names. 

			“Miss Daisy,” the girl said, without waiting to be called on. “There’s something . . . on your shoulder.” 

			“Well, that didn’t take long,” she said. “Last summer I was halfway through the lesson before somebody got brave enough to point it out.” 

			“But what is it?” the girl asked. 

			“Her name is Target,” Daisy said. “This old girl’s been with me for almost twelve years.” She reached over and nuzzled the creature, giving it a peck on the nose when it turned its scaly face toward her. 

			“So—is it a lizard?” another kid asked. 

			“This, my friends, is a Servite,” Daisy answered. “And if you have no idea what that is, then you have come to the right class.” She moved around her table and sat on the edge of it. 

			“How many of you know the name of the janitor at your school?” Daisy asked. 

			Every hand went up—Landon’s included, thanks to Jade’s reminder about Mr. Clarence that morning. 

			“It’s time for you all to know that janitors do a lot more than vacuum the floors and take out the trash,” Daisy said. “For many years, janitors around the country protected schools from harmful little monsters.” 

			She reached under the table and pulled out a bucket. Hefting it onto the tabletop, she grabbed a can of air freshener and gave a good, heavy spray across the top of the bucket before popping off the lid. 

			“Come on up and take a look,” Daisy said. 

			There was something alive in that bucket. Something thrashing and grunting. Landon wanted to leap out of his seat and check it out, but he held back, playing it cool so he wouldn’t seem too excited in case it turned out to be something dumb. 

			Landon was the last one to the table, looking over the shorter kids and catching his breath when he saw inside the plastic bucket. 

			“These are called Toxites,” Daisy Gates said. “Dangerous pests like parasites. Only these got their name from their toxic breath.”

			There were three different monsters in the bucket. One was slimy and yellowish-orange, wriggling and slithering like a salamander with bulbous, suction-cup toes. There was a dusty-looking porcupine thing with jagged buckteeth and sharp quills. And the final creature looked like a small vulture with leathery bat wings and a hooked beak. 

			Each creature was no bigger than a football, and they thrashed and hissed as if desperate to escape. 

			“Why can’t that one fly out?” one of the kids asked as the winged creature flapped violently. 

			“That thing is called a Rubbish,” Daisy said. “The slimy yellow one is a Grime. And that dangerous porcupine in the bottom is called a Filth. They can’t get out because this bucket is keeping them trapped inside.” 

			“That doesn’t seem very nice,” another student said. 

			“Trust me,” Daisy said, clamping the lid back onto the bucket. “You don’t want them getting out.” She dismissed the students to their desks as she slid the bucket under the table once more. 

			“Toxites like these used to infest every school,” Daisy explained. “They inhaled the brain waves of the students, and when they exhaled, the students would stop paying attention. The Filth exhaled sleepiness. The Grime exhaled distraction. And the Rubbish exhaled boredom.” 

			“How come I’ve never seen any in my school?” asked one of the girls without raising her hand. 

			“Toxites have always been invisible to the common eye,” Daisy said. 

			“How come we can see them now?” 

			“Remember taking a shower after the Smell Check this morning?” Daisy asked. “Getting rid of the stink wasn’t the only reason for that. The showers at the School of Garbage are supplied with special pink soap. Washing your face with that magic soap makes it possible for you to see the creatures around you.”

			The students started to murmur excitedly, but Landon wasn’t so sure about this. He hadn’t signed a permission slip to start seeing magical monsters. He wasn’t even sure if he still wanted to do this summer program after Dr. Weizmann had invaded his privacy by examining his trash. 

			“But you wouldn’t see Toxites like these in your schools anyway,” Daisy continued. “Not anymore. The Toxites were created hundreds of years ago by a trio of evil witches who wanted to destroy education. Twelve years ago, we defeated those witches.” 

			“Did you cut off their heads?” a student asked. 

			“Whoa!” Daisy held up a hand. “Dial it back, Amanda. No, we did not cut off their heads. We imprisoned them without their magic in this very landfill. Bookworm kept tabs on them for years. But they were very old, and one by one they succumbed to the magical dangers out there.” 

			“Wait. Did they die?” 

			“Yes, Kevin,” Daisy said. “That means they died.” Daisy cleared her throat. “In the battle to stop the witches twelve years ago, the very natures of these Toxites were reversed. They transformed into new, helpful creatures like this one.” She reached up and tickled the silver reptile on her shoulder. 

			“Now we call them Servites,” Daisy explained. “Because they actually serve us and improve education. Janitors around the country work very hard to make Servites as comfortable as possible in every school.” 

			“Well, how come I haven’t seen any of those in my school?” asked the same girl from before.

			“You will,” Daisy said, “now that you’ve washed your face with the special pink soap.” 

			“So, those nasty things from that bucket turned into those?” asked another student, pointing at the creature on Daisy’s shoulder. 

			“Exactly,” she said. “The slimy little Grime you saw turned into what we call a Shine,” Daisy gestured to her pet. “That’s old Target, here. Shines inhale distraction and exhale focus and determination. Believe it or not, I used to be very distracted—especially when there were Grimes around. Target helps me, well . . . stay on target.” Daisy tickled the wrinkly Shine under its chin again as she crossed to the door of the classroom. 

			“How come the monsters in that bucket didn’t transform?” Landon asked. 

			“We call that an Agitation Bucket,” Daisy explained. “When Toxites are trapped inside, they grow increasingly angry and desperate to get out. For some reason, the magic of the Agitation Bucket shielded those Toxites during the Change so they didn’t undergo the transformation.” 

			“Wait,” Landon said. “Does that mean they’ve been trapped in there for twelve years?” 

			Daisy nodded. “And they’ll stay in that bucket for a hundred more. Those things are dangerous.” 

			Landon leaned back, wondering how dangerous those Toxites really were if the teacher had kept a bucket of them under her desk for over a decade. Still, seeing things like that made this school more and more interesting. Might be worth sticking around for a few days if they didn’t assign homework. 

			“I’ve asked a couple of our older students to introduce us to their Servites,” Daisy said, gesturing into the hallway. 

			Jade Shu skipped into the room. And perched on her left shoulder was a brightly feathered birdlike thing. It had a long, craning neck and a yellow beak like an eagle’s. A sweeping tail of orange and blue plumage spilled over Jade’s shoulder. But those feathers looked more like jagged blades to Landon. 

			Jade smiled at him as she walked in. Then she turned her head to the side and whispered. “I think he finally gets it.” 

			And Landon did. All the quirky muttering . . . it wasn’t Jade talking to herself. She had an actual animal on her shoulder, and nobody could see it! 

			Behind Jade walked a tall boy with messy brown hair. Probably messy because there was a rabbit sitting on his head! No—not entirely a rabbit. The fur was blue, and its twitchy ears stood tall, but a spiky set of antlers stood even taller. A pair of long fangs made the rabbit’s face look far more intimidating than a regular bunny. 

			“Ezekiel,” Daisy said. “Introduce us to your Filter.” 

			“All right,” the boy said, his voice excited. “Hey, everybody. So, this is Pace. I named him that because I’m just trying to keep up with the pace he’s setting.” Instantly, the rabbit thing started thumping its foot on top of Ezekiel’s head. “Okay, boy. Go.” 
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			In a giant bound, the creature sprang from the kid’s head and started sprinting around the classroom. Some of the younger kids squealed and tucked their legs up as it went by, but Landon let the creature sniff around his ankles, feeling suddenly more excited than he had all day. 

			“Pace is a Filter,” Daisy explained. “Filters used to be those spiky porcupine things called Filths. But a Filter does the opposite of a Filth. It inhales your sleepiness and exhales energy.”

			“Pace!” the boy called, snapping his fingers. Obediently, the creature made its way back, jumping into Ezekiel’s arms. 

			“All right, Jade,” Daisy said, gesturing for the girl to speak. 

			“Hello!” Jade waved at the class, the rest of her skinny body doing something between a curtsy and a heel click. “This type of Servite is called a Scrubbish,” she said. “Before the Change, it used to be that creepy bat thing called a Rubbish. My Scrubbish inhales boredom and apathy and she exhales passion and creativity!” 

			Jade flicked her hand in some sort of dramatic command, and the Scrubbish took flight in a flurry of bright wings—four wings, Landon noticed as it zoomed over the students like a neon X-wing. 

			Passion and creativity—well, that described Jade Shu perfectly. How long had she had this pet? 

			“Her name is Muse,” Jade said. “And she’s absolutely incredible.” 

			“Thanks, you two,” Daisy said. “You can head back to class.” 

			“Jade,” Landon said as she passed his desk. He didn’t care if the other kids saw him talking to her. He needed some answers. “Where did you find that thing? Is it always with you?”

			“She found me,” Jade answered quietly as she reached the door. “Stafford Elementary. She was in Mrs. Blair’s room.”

			And then Jade was gone, and Landon still didn’t feel like his questions were answered.

			“Servites have a life expectancy much shorter than humans,” Daisy continued. “It’s honestly a miracle that Target is still hanging on. Their purpose is to get you through childhood. Once you become an adult, your brain waves don’t sufficiently nourish the Servites, and they will eventually pass away.” 

			She reached up and placed a comforting hand on the old creature on her shoulder. Then Daisy cleared her throat and went on. “You all have homework tonight.” 

			Well, that was it for Landon. He drew the line at homework. Time to head home and never come back.

			“Each of you needs to find your own Servite,” Daisy continued. Landon’s head popped up in surprise. That wasn’t normal homework. That actually sounded interesting. 

			“I have already contacted the janitors at each of your schools,” Daisy said. “Tonight, you will meet up with them, and they will instruct you on how to find your Servite.” 

			“Wait, our janitors know about these creatures?” Shawn asked. 

			“She literally just explained that,” Amanda replied. “The janitors used to fight them. Then they changed. Now the janitors help them.” 

			“That’s right,” Daisy said. “All of your janitors have been trained and staffed by the BEM.”

			“BEM?” someone asked. 

			“Oh, right,” Daisy said. “That stands for Bureau of Educational Maintenance. It’s the group in charge of training and hiring school janitors all across the country. The group went bad for a while, but they’re good again. The BEM miiiight not be a huge fan of the School of Garbage—for reasons we can’t get into right now—but the point is, your janitors know about all this magic stuff, and you can trust them.” 

			The bell rang, officially ending Landon’s first day at the School of Garbage. A lot had happened, and for once he was actually excited about his homework. 

			“See you all tomorrow morning,” Daisy Gates said. “And I’m excited to meet your Servites.” 

		


		
			CHAPTER 6
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			“Just sit tight.”

			Landon looked over the dark parking lot of Stafford Elementary School. He pulled out his phone, wondering if he should text Mr. Clarence again. Scrolling back on their short conversation, he checked to make sure he had the time right. 


			Hi! This message is for Landon Murphy. I work with Dr. Bernard Weizmann. 



			Who is this 




			Mr. Clarence, the head janitor at Stafford Elementary. 



			When can I get my Service



			Service



			Servite



			Unfortunately, I am out of town today and won’t be back until late tonight. I can meet you after your lessons tomorrow.



			How late tonight



			Around 10 p.m.



			That’s not too late 



			Meet you at the school 



			OK. See you at 10



			👍


			Now it was 10:10, and still no sign of Mr. Clarence. Another ten minutes and Landon might try to pick the lock himself. It would be no trouble with the lock-picking tools Dad had given him for his birthday. In fact, Landon was getting good enough that he could probably even do it with a couple of bent paper clips.

			Landon turned to the school, pressing his face to the window in the front door, cupping both hands around his eyes. Too dark to see inside or outside. He tried to imagine those little Servite creatures roaming the halls and classrooms of the school—the school he had attended for six years, never knowing that Shines, Filters, and Scrubbishes could have been skittering past his desk. 

			It was strange to think of them here. Seeing them at the School of Garbage was one thing—that whole place was magical, from the dumpster portal to the walking pile of trash with a lunchbox for a head. But this . . . this was plain old Stafford, North Carolina. Did Servites really live here? 

			Car headlights glinted off the door, and Landon whirled around. He tensed, not relaxing until the driver parked and got out. He saw Mr. Clarence backlit by the dim streetlight as he approached the school, a huge ring of keys jingling. 

			“Hi, Landon,” the janitor said. 

			His voice was deeper than Landon expected, which made him realize that all those years watching Mr. Clarence clean the school, Landon had never once heard him talk. And he certainly wasn’t dressed the way Landon was used to seeing him. Tonight the janitor was wearing a nice gray suit, white shirt contrasting against his dark skin. The collar was unbuttoned, and the man’s red tie dangled loosely around his neck. 

			“Thanks for waiting,” he said, squinting at the keys in the darkness. “I was visiting my new grandbaby down in Raleigh when I got Daisy Gates’s message to let you into the school.” He stuck a key into the door and pushed it open. An ominous, dark hallway stretched before them.

			“Your parents okay with you being out so late?” 

			“Oh, yeah,” Landon lied. “It’s summer.” 

			In reality, his parents had no idea where he was. Landon had no idea how long it would take him to find one of these Servite critters, so he had texted his mom saying that he was having a late night with Dad and he might not be home until after midnight. She had answered with a simple thumbs-up. And Landon knew that Mom would never text Dad to see if the story was true. 

			Part of him wished he could talk to his parents about this kind of thing. But Dad was never home, and Mom would ask too many questions. Landon wasn’t about to tell either of them about Servites, Thinga­ma­junks, and the School of Garbage. Lately, it felt like Landon was better off taking care of himself. And sometimes that meant swallowing the lump in his throat and telling a little lie. 

			“Jade didn’t come with you?” Mr. Clarence asked. 

			“Why would she?” Landon shrugged casually. “We’re not really . . . friends.” 

			The janitor lifted one bushy gray eyebrow. “I can’t imagine she’d waste her only invitation on someone she didn’t consider a friend.” 

			“Only invitation?” Landon asked. 

			“Dr. Weizmann wants to keep his school small and trusted,” Mr. Clarence said. “During the course of their studies, each student is allowed to invite one person to join the school. Jade hung on to that invitation for four summers before she finally made her choice.” The janitor looked at him. “You.” 

			Landon bit the inside of his cheek, feeling unkind for what he had said about Jade. Maybe he didn’t see her as a friend, but she obviously viewed him that way. 

			“I’m not really sure what I’m supposed to be doing in there,” Landon said, changing the subject before he felt worse. 

			“The homework is simple,” Mr. Clarence said. “Who was your teacher last year?” 

			“Mrs. Stevens,” Landon said. 

			“You remember which desk you were in?” 

			Landon nodded. Of course he did. School had only been out for two weeks. 

			“You’ll need to return to your old desk and sit quietly until it happens.” 

			“Until what happens?” Landon asked. 

			“Schools are the native habitats for these critters,” the janitor said. “Certain types of Servites prefer certain students’ brain waves. They were swarming your classroom last year; you just couldn’t see them. Chances are, one of those Servites took a liking to you. Now you need to sit and wait for it to find you again.” 

			“What should I do when it does?” Landon asked. 

			“Just sit tight,” Mr. Clarence said. “You don’t pick the Servite. The Servite picks you. When it realizes that you can see it, the creature will bond with you. After it has, the thing will be able to survive just fine out of its habitat because your brain waves will sustain it. Once the two of you are bonded, it will never leave your side.” 

			This sounded like a serious commitment. An invisible pet that would never leave his side? Jade’s Scrubbish made her look like a crazy person, whispering to her shoulder all the time. Still, the Servites were pretty cool. And if he ever changed his mind, Landon could just tell his Servite to leave. Right? 

			“This is something you need to do on your own.” Mr. Clarence gestured for the boy to go inside. “I’ll wait here.” 

			Landon had never been inside a school at night. His footsteps in the dark hallway sounded small and echoey, even though the soles of his new Nikes were soft and rubbery. There was something creepy and lifeless about this place. Such a big building, normally bustling with students, now totally vacant and eerily quiet. 

			He had no trouble finding his way to Mrs. Stevens’s classroom. After all, he’d done it every day last year. Some­thing must’ve been off in the wiring because the green glowing “exit” sign at the end of the hallway flickered ominously. 

			Landon paused outside the classroom, noticing that the door was ajar. He pushed it inward without a sound and stepped through. 

			Too dark. And the shadows were giving him the creeps. Reaching out, Landon swiped his hand along the wall until his finger hit the light switch. Mrs. Stevens’s old familiar classroom lit up in a flash, and Landon let out a shriek. 

			The place was crawling with Servites.

			The little monsters scattered instantly, leaping off desks and swooping down from the bookshelves to hide from the boy. Feathers, scales, and antlers scurried into dusty corners and darted behind books, leaving the classroom vacant in the blink of an eye. 

			“Oh, sorry,” Landon muttered. “Did the light spook you?” He reached out and flicked off the light switch, plunging the classroom into darkness again.

			After a moment, his eyes had adjusted to the darkness again and he remembered Mr. Clarence’s instructions. 

			“I’m just going to sit in my desk,” Landon announced in a loud voice. “I’m just a regular kid, sitting in my desk.” 

			He found his seat on the third row and slowly dropped into it. In a way, it felt familiar being back here. At the same time, it felt totally terrifying—like he was bait, just waiting for a shark to bite. 

			Landon drummed his fingers softly on the edge of his desk to break the silence. His eyes felt dry, as if he needed to blink more, but he was too afraid that he’d miss something if he did. 

			The ticktock of the clock on the wall reminded him of the many quiet quizzes he’d taken in this very seat. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but after a while his heartbeat finally slowed down and his nerves loosened up. 

			He squinted at Mrs. Stevens’s desk. Looked like the teacher had been in recently, cleaning out the classroom from the end of the year. The garbage can beside her desk overflowed with crumpled papers and used school supplies.

			Landon leaned forward, slumping onto his desk in a more familiar position, chin resting in his hands. Long day. He yawned. Well, it was the middle of the night. Probably past eleven o’clock by now. How long was this supposed to take?

			Landon yawned again. Bigger.

			That was when the shadows began to crawl.
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			“What should I call you?”

			All the sleepiness left Landon immediately. He resisted the urge to spring upright—what if that startled the little critters? At first it was too dark to tell which kinds of Servites were coming toward him. Then he saw a flash of silvery scales winding its way up the leg of a nearby desk. Daisy had called that one a Shine. Was this it? Had this creature picked him? 

			But wait, the distinctive hop of the birdlike Scrubbish caught Landon’s eye as the bright creature moved toward him on the floor. It cocked its head curiously and clicked its beak once. 

			Not that one . . . please. Jade had a Scrubbish, and from what she’d described, the little creature was part of the reason she was so artsy-fartsy. 

			He sat up very slowly, leaning back in his chair, sliding his arms off his desktop. Whoa. Now he could see five or six of the little Servites. They were surrounding his desk like a pack of wolves, drawing closer and closer, filling the quiet classroom with unnatural sounds. 

			That Shine was just one desk away, leaning toward him, flicking its silvery tail. Swallowing hard, Landon slowly reached out a hand. This thing was going to be his pet, right? Maybe it wanted to sniff him. 

			Suddenly, every Servite in sight scattered. At the same time, a Filter pounced out of the shadows, landing on the top of Landon’s desk with such force that the boy let out an embarrassing yelp. He brought his hand around to swat the antlered rabbit away but stopped himself at the last second. 

			They stared at one another: the boy and the little monster. Neither blinked and neither moved. The creature’s fur was a dusty blue-gray, and its eyes glimmered a deep orange. This one was smaller than the Filter he’d seen at the School of Garbage. In fact, Landon thought it could easily fit in his hand. Instead of knobby, forked antlers, this one had two short spikes rising up in front of its tall, pointed ears. The creature’s rabbit-nose quivered as it sniff-sniff-sniffed at the boy in the desk. 

			“Hey, there.” Landon’s voice sounded scratchy and dry. The Filter tilted its head to the left, and Landon mimicked the movement. It was actually sort of cute. 

			“So, is that it?” Landon asked. “Are you my pet now?” 

			The Filter squinted its bright eyes tightly shut for a moment. Then it opened them again and stuck out its tongue. Landon didn’t know what a normal bunny’s tongue was supposed to look like, but he had a feeling it wasn’t black and forked like this thing. 

			Landon pulled back, shuddering. Not a rabbit. He needed to remind himself of that. The Filter sucked its tongue back in, flashing tusks that curved up from the bottom lip. 

			“What should I call you?” Landon asked, finally getting brave enough to reach out a hand of friendship. But the Filter didn’t even bother sniffing it.

			Landon gently touched its forehead, right between the spike antlers. The Servite was softer than he’d expected, but it also kicked up a little gray dust when he patted it. 

			“Dusty?” Landon tried out the name, but he didn’t like the way it sounded. Once again, the creature blinked its big orange eyes dramatically. “Why do you keep doing that, little guy?” 

			The Filter did it yet again, this time following up the blink with an earnest gaze. 

			“Oh, you want me to blink?” Landon squinted his own eyes shut. 

			The Servite pounced. 

			Landon’s eyes flew open as the creature struck him in the forehead. The boy reared back as the Filter scrambled upward. He reached up, but one of the strong hind paws kicked his hand away as the small monster nestled down into the boy’s hair. 

			“What are you doing up therrrrrrre . . . ” Landon’s last word faded into a ticklish stutter as the Filter began to thump his hind leg against the top of the boy’s head. It wasn’t hard, and the foot-thumping was so incredibly fast that it felt like a phone set to vibrate on his scalp. 

			Landon let out a howling laugh as his eyes, nose, and ears tingled so hard he felt like they might fall off. When he couldn’t bear it any longer, he reached up, snatching the small Filter in both hands and yanking it off his head. 

			Squeak-a-squeak-a! 

			This monster sounded like a dog’s chew toy when he squeezed it! Landon chuckled, giving it another gentle squish between both hands. 

			Squeak-a-squeak-a!

			“Do all Filters make that sound, or are you just . . . squeaky?” The Servite wriggled, and Landon finally set him on the desk. “Hey, that’s a pretty good name for you. What do you think if I call you Squeak?” 

			The Filter twitched its rabbitlike ears enthusiastically. 

			“Okay,” Landon said. “Squeak it is.” He studied the little critter. “Now, how are we supposed to bond?” 

			In response to the question, Squeak thumped his hind foot against Landon’s desk with the speed of a tiny jack­hammer.

			“Oh, you already did it?” Landon scratched his scalp, still tingling from the vibrations of the little Servite. “That wasn’t so bad. You’re my pet now? What exactly are you supposed to do?” 

			If he remembered right from the lesson earlier, a Filter inhaled sleepiness and exhaled energy. But Landon didn’t feel too different.

			“Do I have to feed you?” Landon asked. “Wait—do you poop?” 

			The Filter pounced again, but this time it landed adroitly on the boy’s shoulder, soft bluish fur grazing his cheek. 

			“Well, I guess I’m taking you home with me,” Landon said, rising from his old desk and starting across the classroom. 

			Landon kicked a piece of overflowing trash as he passed the teacher’s desk. The classroom door had swung shut again, so he grabbed the handle.

			He coughed as an awful smell reached his nose. Like rotten food and mildew. He glanced over at his new Filter. “Ew, buddy. Was that you?” The little critter flicked its ears. Did it even understand his words? “I thought you were supposed to filter the air, not pollute it. That wasn’t what I had in mind when I named you Squeak.” 

			Landon snickered at his own joke, but he trailed off as an overwhelming fatigue suddenly washed over him. His hand slipped from the doorknob, and he slowly lowered himself to the floor, yawning. Squeak grunted curiously from his shoulder, and Landon reached up to reassure his new pet. 

			“What’s happening, Squeak?” he muttered, speech slurred, eyelids closing. “Super tired. I’m just gonna have a quick nap.”

			The Filter began thumping its hind foot against Landon’s shoulder, but the boy’s eyes were already closed, a peaceful, calm feeling coming over him like a good dream.

			Squeak squeaked. The sound cut through Landon’s fatigue and jolted his eyes open. The Servite on his shoulder was drawing long, deep inhales and wheezing out its breath right into Landon’s face. 

			Inhale sleepiness, exhale energy . . . 

			Squeak wasn’t doing anything about the bad smell in the room, though. Landon was about to thank his new pet for giving him some energy when the trash can next to Mrs. Stevens’s desk tipped over with a loud thump. The garbage spilled across the carpet in a disorganized spread. And then . . . the trash began to organize itself. 

			Crumpled papers formed themselves into stubby legs, with a couple of damaged notebooks and ripped crayon boxes making the torso. Arms came next—more wadded paper and a bunch of old colored pencils. The being’s head was an empty cylindrical container that had once held sanitizing wipes. Now it rested on its side across the garbage’s shoulders, the lid flapping open like a slack jaw. 

			Landon almost greeted the trash figure, but this thing was clearly not Bookworm. Its head was different, and the garbage in the classroom stood no more than three feet tall. Daisy had said that the landfill was home to many Thingajamunks, but none of the others were friendly. So the boy and his Servite stayed very still, Landon slumped upon the floor with his back to the door.

			The trash creature stretched its arms like it was awakening from a long sleep. It scanned the room, noticing the toppled trash can at its feet. There was no more garbage surrounding it; the figure had used every scrap to form its body. Bending down, it carefully tipped the wastebasket upright. Then it reached inside and pulled out one last piece of trash from the bottom of the can. 

			Landon squinted, but he couldn’t tell what it was. The trash creature cradled the item gingerly in both hands, slowly approaching Mrs. Stevens’s desk. It climbed up on the teacher’s chair and carefully deposited the item in front of the computer keyboard. 

			Carefully, Landon sat up, leaning forward to get a better glimpse. Now he saw that the item was a stapler, probably thrown into the trash because it didn’t work anymore. The trash figure adjusted the placement of the stapler two or three times, like someone leaving a very important gift. Then it dusted its paper hands together and hopped down from the teacher’s chair. 

			Landon tensed, quickly flopping back against the door and pretending to be asleep. His acting must have been a little too convincing, because Squeak sucked in a big breath and exhaled in Landon’s face with a noisy squeak-a-squeaka!

			The trash monster’s cylinder face swiveled around and locked onto the boy. It dropped into a crouch and let out a terrifying growl. 

			Then it pounced.
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			“This is not a normal broom, Squeak.”

			Landon rolled away from the door as the garbage monster clanged into it with so much force that its body burst apart. The boy crawled frantically across the floor, taking shelter under the nearest desk.

			“Why did you have to squeak?” he hissed at the Servite on his shoulder. Squeak responded by fluttering his eyelids shut over his big orange eyes and purring softly. Landon knew what he was trying to say. 

			“No, I wasn’t asleep! I was pretending to be asleep so that thing wouldn’t find us!”

			That thing was up again, the scattered trash re-formed into a new body. But this time its head was different. The container of sanitizing wipes formed part of its leg, while the torn crayon box made a new head. 

			Before Landon could move, the creature had spotted him again. It crossed to his hiding spot in one great bound. Grabbing the desk with both hands, it lifted the whole thing above its head and hurled it across the room with surprising strength. Landon felt completely exposed, staring up at the menacing monster. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t blink. He was just waiting for the moment when the trash would start pummeling him. 

			Squeak leapt from the boy’s shoulder like a speeding arrow. The little Filter tucked back his rabbit ears and stabbed both spike antlers directly through the crayon box head. The trash monster tumbled, losing its form and going down like a heap of ordinary trash. 

			“Yes!” Landon shouted, scrambling to his feet. “Good boy, Squeak!” But the trash was already moving again, pulling itself into another humanoid shape. 

			Landon sprinted past, yanking open the door and staggering into the hallway. A blur of blue moved alongside his feet, choosing to stay by his side even though Squeak could easily outrun him. 

			The hallway stank just as bad as the classroom, and Landon felt desperate to reach the exit so he could escape. 

			Behind him, the door to Mrs. Stevens’s room banged open again. Landon glanced over his shoulder to see the trash monster slide into the hallway, dropping to its knuckles like a gorilla as it raced after them. 

			“Why is it chasing us?” Landon shouted at Squeak. He knew his pet couldn’t respond, and he suddenly wondered if he looked as crazy as Jade Shu, talking to an invisible critter at his feet. 

			Landon was surprised that the trash creature wasn’t catching up. But the boy knew he was running faster than he had ever run before. And he barely felt out of breath! It had to be Squeak, breathing out extra energy just for him. 

			Two classroom doors clanged open in front of Landon—one on either side of the hallway. Loose scraps of garbage began pouring through the doorways, rolling and blowing like roadside litter in a strong wind. He braced himself as the debris fluttered toward him, but it didn’t attack. It blew past without touching him. Landon risked another glance over his shoulder to see that every loose piece of garbage was flowing into the trash monster, cobbling onto its arms and legs, enlarging the dangerous figure until it had grown halfway to the ceiling. 

			But its size was also slowing it down, and now Landon and Squeak were on the home stretch. The boy turned the final corner and instantly tripped on something. He went down hard, sliding on the smooth hallway floor. 

			“Ow,” Landon moaned, rubbing his side and rolling over. Squeak was to him in a second, wheezing bursts of energy into his face. It seemed to numb the pain, and Landon rose to his knees to see what in the world he had tripped on. 

			It was Mr. Clarence. 

			The janitor was lying in the middle of the hallway, slumped onto his side. He wasn’t moving, but Landon could see the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed. 

			“Mr. Clarence!” Landon called. “We’ve got to move! Some­thing’s wrong with the garbage.” 

			The janitor didn’t stir, and Landon heard the rustling of trash as more classroom doors banged open. 

			“Clarence!” The boy crawled to the collapsed man, shaking his shoulder and rolling him onto his back. The jani­tor had ditched his suit coat and taken off his tie. Clutched tightly in one hand was a broom. Had he come inside to do a little sweeping while he waited for Landon? What­ever his reason for being here, Mr. Clarence was unconscious now. Or in a deep, deep slumber. 

			Landon patted the man’s cheek, yelling his name. He tugged on his eyelids, but nothing was working. The trash monster was right around the corner. Landon couldn’t leave the janitor here, defenseless. 

			Prying the broom out of Mr. Clarence’s hand, Landon rose to his feet, teeth clenched. “Squeak!” he called, stepping over the janitor. “Breathe in his face! Wake him up!” 

			Landon squared his shoulders and planted his feet, gripping the broomstick in both hands. He hadn’t played two years of baseball for nothing. 

			The trash monster rounded the corner, and Landon swung the broom with all his might. He hadn’t anticipated just how big the thing had grown. The bristle end of the broom struck the figure right in the knee, doing nothing to slow it down. But what the broom did do was completely unexpected. 

			Landon felt a surge of power race through his hands, and suddenly the broom took off flying at an upward angle. He clung to the handle as it pulled him off the floor. The boy yelled, streaming upward until he slammed into the ceiling. The broom dragged him along, bumping him over light fixtures, scuffing his knuckles. He was nearly to the exit when the broom dropped from the ceiling in a sudden plunge. He didn’t stick the landing, his feet tripping under him as he collapsed in a painful heap. The broom clattered out of his hand and skidded several feet down the hallway. 

			Landon tried to rise, but his nose wrinkled with that same awful stench from earlier. His eyes grew suddenly heavy and tired. Then Squeak appeared, sucking in a deep breath and rushing hot breath onto the boy’s face. Landon sprang up almost without thinking and dived for the broom. He squared off against the trash monster, who seemed to be completely uninterested in Mr. Clarence and was still making its way toward him. 

			“I told you to wake up the janitor!” Landon shouted at Squeak. 

			He shifted his grip on the broomstick, and the bristles lightly tapped the floor. That same shock rushed through his hands, and he drifted—this time gently—just a few feet off the floor. 

			“Whoa,” he muttered as his shoes touched down again. “This is not a normal broom, Squeak.” He couldn’t explain it any more than he could explain the bluish rabbit monster crouched at his side. This was magic. And it seemed like the broom would fly him in whatever direction he pointed the wooden handle. 

			Sizing up the enemy coming for him, Landon noticed that the monster’s head was now a tiny calculator pulled from the trash of one of the nearby classrooms. It looked comically small on top of that giant body, with arms and legs as thick as tree trunks. 

			“Go get Clarence,” Landon ordered again. Without waiting to see if Squeak would obey, the boy took off at a dead sprint toward the monster. 

			When he was about twenty feet away, he angled the broom and slapped the bristles against the floor. The broom shot upward, yanking him along. But this time Landon was expecting it. 

			The garbage monster, however, was not. It came to a sudden stop, lifting its arms to swat at Landon, but too late. He was already flying over the creature’s shoulder, and as he did, Landon swung his leg up and kicked it right in its tiny head. 

			The calculator head dislodged, spiraling down the hallway as the rest of the body collapsed underneath it. Landon slammed into the wall and dropped to the floor, crunching a wad of paper underfoot. 

			But already the trash was stirring. Re-forming. 

			“This guy just won’t stay down!” Landon cried as he reached Squeak and Mr. Clarence. The Filter was crouched on the man’s chest, squeaking and thumping its back foot, but the janitor slumbered on. 

			“All right,” Landon said, thinking out loud. “We’ve got to get Mr. Clarence out of here.” Dragging the janitor down the hallway would be way too slow. The trash beast would re-form and stop them before they reached the doors. 

			“This might not be comfortable,” Landon said, carefully threading the handle of the broom under Mr. Clarence’s belt, “but I hope it’ll work.” 

			He stood up, highly aware of the half-formed trash monster beside him. Spinning the sleeping janitor around so the top of the broom handle pointed toward the exit, Landon kicked the broom bristles as hard as he could. 

			The trick worked just like he’d hoped. The broom shot off, snagging under Mr. Clarence’s belt and skidding him limply down the smooth hallway. 

			“He’s gonna have one serious wedgie,” Landon muttered. Squeak sprang up, landing neatly on the boy’s shoulder, and they took off running after him. 

			Close behind, the trash monster grunted, lifting a cardboard box with both hands and fastening it on its shoulders to serve as a new head. 

			Mr. Clarence bumped headfirst into the doors at the end of the hallway and came to a stop. “A wedgie and a headache,” Landon muttered apologetically. He threw himself against the bar on the door, forcing it open to the night. Cool, fresh air washed in, not tinged with the strange smell that permeated the school. 

			Squeak jumped down and wedged himself like a doorstop, antlers digging into the bottom of the metal door. Landon grabbed Mr. Clarence and dragged him the final few steps outside as the garbage monster roared, pouncing one last time. 

			Squeak leaped back, using both hind feet to kick the school door shut. The garbage smashed into the glass, its form breaking apart and its loose pieces piling up against the door like a snowdrift of crumpled papers and discarded school supplies. 

			Mr. Clarence yawned and opened his eyes. He blinked once or twice in the darkness before sitting bolt upright and looking back at the school. 

			“What happened in there?” he said. “I thought I heard a ruckus, so I grabbed a broom . . . ” He winced and pulled the broomstick out from under his belt. 

			“I need to get home,” Landon said, heading toward the car. There was no telling if that thing would follow them outside. 

			“I see you bonded with one,” the janitor said, rubbing his sore head as he stood up. Squeak jumped up onto the hood of the car, ears twitching. 

			Landon ignored the janitor, pulling out his phone. It was almost midnight. He sent a quick text to his mom. 


			Be home soon


			Landon’s hands were so shaky, he could barely send it. Then Squeak breathed out a steadying breath of energy and Landon calmed. He reached down and scratched the dust bunny behind its tall ears. 

			“What was that thing?” Landon muttered, glancing back at his school. He’d better get some answers at the School of Garbage. 
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			“Can we call them Trash Teams?”

			Daisy Gates was waiting on the concrete platform as soon as Landon and Jade rolled out of the dumpster portal. She and Target—her saggy-skinned Shine—had very serious expressions on their faces, which made Landon wonder if he was in trouble. Had Daisy somehow already heard about last night? 

			“I heard about last night,” Daisy said, instead of “good morning.” 

			Landon held up his hand. “It wasn’t my fault, I swear.” From his shoulder, Squeak chirped in agreement. “Tell her, Jade.” 

			Jade Shu shrugged in annoyance. “I wouldn’t know. I didn’t get an invitation, so I wasn’t there.”

			He had told her the nutshell version of his night as they’d ridden their bikes to the Stafford Elementary dumpster. Instead of being terrified for him, like she should’ve been, Jade seemed bummed that she’d missed out. 

			“It wasn’t fun, Jade,” Landon said. “I was fighting for my life!” 

			“Sounds like you could’ve used some backup,” she said flatly. “A simple text or a phone call would’ve been nice.” 

			“You don’t even have a cell phone!” Landon replied. 

			“Still, you could’ve invited me to the bonding ceremony,” Jade said. 

			“Ceremony?” Landon repeated incredulously. “He jumped into my hair and thumped his foot on my head. It was hardly ceremonious.” 

			“Yeah, Servites be crazy like that,” Jade said. “When Muse bonded with me, she stuck a tail feather clear up my nose. Not as bad as a COVID test . . . ” 

			“Come on, you two,” Daisy said, heading for the school. 

			“Listen,” Landon said, hurrying after her. “I don’t know how it happened. I was just doing what the janitor told me to do. The trash came alive and—”

			Daisy cut him off, swiveling around so fast that her thick braid swung in an arc over her shoulder. “Not out here,” she whispered, eyes flicking to the other students who were making their way from the dumpster portals to the School of Garbage. “We’ll talk about it inside.” 

			Landon and Jade followed Daisy into the school, turning down a hallway Landon hadn’t seen yesterday. The teacher pushed open a door and ushered the kids into a large, brightly lit room. 

			The first thing Landon noticed was Bookworm. The big Thingama­junk was standing just inside the doorway, a hulking mass of garbage. Landon’s heart stopped for a second as he remembered last night’s fight with a creature very similar. Squeak seemed scared too, bolting from Landon’s shoulder to dive down the back of his shirt, quivering in fear. 

			“It’s okay, Squeak,” Landon said, swallowing. “This one’s nice.” 

			Dr. Bernard Weizmann suddenly came sliding into view, pushing himself in a rolling office chair. 

			“There they are,” he said, pointing at Landon and Jade. “Our fine students from the exciting town of Stafford, North Carolina.” 

			The garbologist was wearing the exact same outfit as the day before, although his leather aviator cap was off, revealing a graying head of wispy hair. He spun around once in his swivel chair and said, “Welcome to the Trash Lab.” 

			Landon studied the large room. In one corner was a desk with an old-fashioned-looking computer that looked like it had fallen out of the 1990s. Landon wondered if the School of Garbage even had Internet. He’d checked his phone enough times yesterday to know that there was definitely no cell service here. 

			On the walls were glass display cases, pegboards, and shelves, displaying a wide array of random items. There was a collection of dirty socks, crumpled papers, a whole case dedicated to fragments of broken potato chips. None of the items would have looked important if it weren’t for the careful way they were being displayed. 

			Long stainless steel tables stretched across the middle of the room at standing height. As in a scientific laboratory, these were topped with bright lights, microscopes, petri dishes, and other tools and instruments that Landon didn’t recognize. The table in the middle was spread with a thin layer of what looked like ordinary trash—crumpled papers, scraps of cardboard boxes, and other bits and pieces. 

			“Your janitor, Mr. Clarence, reached out through our emergency channels after your little incident at the school last night,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Daisy and I went to Stafford immediately. By the time we’d arrived at your school, the threat was over. Nothing but heaps of loose trash in the hallways.” He gestured at the spread of garbage across the table in the middle of the room. 

			Landon took a nervous step backward. “Wait a second. . . . That’s the garbage from last night?” 

			“Indeed,” Dr. Weizmann said. “We gathered every scrap and brought it here for a thorough examination.”

			“What happened last night?” Daisy asked him. “We got a report from Mr. Clarence, but it was . . . lacking. He said you were pretty shaken up, but we need to hear your eye­witness account.” 

			Landon launched into it. He was reluctant at first. The story sounded absolutely unbelievable and crazy, but the people he was telling it to seemed a bit crazy too. And as he went on, they seemed to believe every word he said.

			By the end, Landon had told it all, not holding anything back—other than downplaying the number of times he had screamed in mortal terror.

			“Mr. Clarence sends his apologies for not being more helpful,” Dr. Weizmann said. “He thought he heard trouble so he told us he ran to the janitorial closet to grab a broom—” 

			“I have big questions about that broom,” Landon interrupted. 

			“He said something happened and he lost consciousness before he got to the classroom,” Dr. Weizmann continued, ignoring Landon. 

			“That kind of overpowering fatigue . . . ” Daisy said. “What does it remind you of?” 

			Dr. Weizmann nodded. “Filth breath. From before the Change. But that doesn’t make sense. Even if there was a Filth there that didn’t undergo the transformation, Toxite breath from before the Change had no effect on adults.” 

			“I don’t really understand what’s going on,” Landon said. “Am I in trouble for some reason?” 

			Dr. Weizmann finally stood up, his office chair spinning away behind him. “Not at all, kid. In fact, we need you. You’re the first person who has actually witnessed one of these garbage attacks.” 

			“You mean,” Jade cut in, “this has happened before?” 

			“The attacks started a few weeks ago,” Daisy said. “Or at least, that’s when we started catching wind of them. We’re still trying to identify which Thingama­junk is responsible for this. We were hoping you could help us identify it.” 

			Landon glanced at Bookworm out the corner of his eye. “Well, it wasn’t him,” Landon said. “And he’s the only one I’ve seen before.” 

			Daisy chuckled. “Of course it wasn’t Bookworm, but that’s where things get confusing. See, my big trash buddy here is the only Thingama­junk that can leave this landfill. Bookworm has invited the others. In fact, he says that they want to leave and explore. But none of the other Thinga­ma­junks are capable of it.” 

			From the corner, Bookworm grunted and pointed at his lunchbox head. 

			Daisy interpreted his comment. “Can you tell us what the creature that attacked you looked like?” 

			“It started out small,” Landon said, “with an empty carton of sanitizer wipes for a head. Later, it got bigger and its head was a broken calculator.” 

			“Hold on,” Dr. Weizmann said. “That’s not possible. A Thingama­junk’s body constantly changes as it uses whatever trash is nearby to form itself. But a Thingama­junk’s head always stays the same. And each Thingama­junk’s head is formed of at least two permanent pieces of trash that are magically fused together.” 

			To punctuate this point, Bookworm stooped low and pointed to the seam where his lunchbox head met his textbook mouth. 

			“The thing you’re describing, with an interchangeable, single-piece head . . . ” Dr. Weizmann stroked his thin mustache in thought. “That sounds like something different.” 

			“How did it form?” Daisy asked. 

			“It came out of the teacher’s wastebasket,” Landon explained. “Then it went through the whole school, sucking up trash from all the other classrooms until it got huge.” 

			“You said it was small at first?” Daisy followed up. 

			Landon nodded. “It wasn’t even tall enough to reach the teacher’s desk. It had to stand on a chair.” 

			Daisy and Dr. Weizmann shared a glance. “That’s too small for a Thingama­junk,” she said. “They require a minimum amount of trash to form a body. I’ve never heard of one so little.”

			“We should call it a Thingama­junklet,” Jade suggested.

			Dr. Weizmann winked at her. “I like it. But even more important, why was this Junklet reaching onto the teacher’s desk in the first place?” 

			Landon scratched his head. The answer to that question seemed strange. And he had been very sleepy. Maybe he wasn’t remembering it right. 

			“It took a stapler out of the trash and set it on the teacher’s desk,” Landon finally said. “I don’t know why. When it caught me watching, it attacked.” 

			“Curiouser and curiouser . . . ” Dr. Weizmann muttered. 

			“Where else has this been happening?” Jade asked. 

			“All over the country,” Daisy replied. “Although we didn’t really know what was causing it until now. All we knew was that people were waking up to find that places were getting trashed during the night—homes, neighborhood streets, schools, churches. There doesn’t seem to be a pattern, and we’re only hearing about the cases where the local janitor thinks to report to us.” 

			“But now we have an eyewitness,” Dr. Weizmann said, clapping a hand on Landon’s shoulder. “And that’s why we’re bumping you up.” 

			“Bumping me up?” Landon asked. “What does that mean?”

			“We’re starting a special task force to look into this garbage problem further,” Daisy said. “We’ll be training and sending out teams of our best students to investigate these incidents.”

			“Ooh,” Jade said. “Can we call them Trash Teams?” 

			“Sure,” Daisy said with a chuckle. She looked at Landon and Jade. “And we’re starting with the two of you.”
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			“Well, she’s fun.”

			Landon twisted his foot, shoe squeaking on the smooth gymnasium floor. Squeak liked that sound and responded with something that sounded like chittering laughter. 

			This was already way better than yesterday, when all of Landon’s classmates had been little kids. Dr. Weizmann had bumped him up, and now everybody was his age or older. Twelve students. Top of the school. Landon was feeling much more like this was where he belonged.

			The other students were murmuring about the setup in the gym. Orange cones were scattered all over the floor, multiple Hula-Hoops hung from the ceiling at different heights, and several school desks were placed at random across the gym. It definitely looked like Daisy Gates had something big planned for their first day of janitor training. 

			Good. Landon didn’t want to be a janitor, but maybe this class would teach him something useful so he could defend himself if he ever came up against the living trash again. 

			“You’re wondering about this?” Daisy asked, entering the gym and interrupting their chatter. She was wearing one of the dark blue coverall jumpsuits that she’d had on the day before. Around her waist was a tool belt with various pouches and a set of U-shaped clips. Snapped into each of those clips was the stub of a broom handle, only six or seven inches long. 

			She gestured at the elaborate setup in the gym. “We’ll get to that if you’re lucky. But first, a little history lesson.” 

			Daisy walked over to one of the desks and picked up a metal coffee can. Tipping it slightly, she showed the students what was inside without dumping it out. Landon thought he was looking at boiling mud. But it let off a distinct sulfuric smell and glowed with a faint bluish-green energy. 

			“Glop,” Daisy said. “This is the secret ingredient that powers the magical world of the janitors. Looks like mud, stinks like a middle school locker room, and it’s deadly if not handled by the right people. This is the stuff that gives janitorial cleaning supplies their magical abilities. We have talented witches and warlocks all across the country who dedicate their time to Glopifying supplies that can be distributed and used by the Bureau of Educational Maintenance.”

			“I thought she was going to talk about the garbage problem,” Jade whispered at Landon’s side. “You know, the Trash Teams?” 

			“Shh,” Landon said. He shifted his eyes from side to side, hoping no one had heard Jade’s comment. Dr. Weizmann had asked them not to mention anything about the Trash Teams or the garbage problem yet. 

			Daisy set down the can of Glop and turned back to the students. “I need a volunteer.” 

			A bunch of hands went into the air. Landon tried to decide if he should volunteer. He noticed three other students with Filters on their shoulders. The kids were bouncing on their toes like they were ready to spring into action. Those other Filters definitely had bigger antlers than poor little Squeak. 

			“Sabra Malik.” Daisy pointed to a girl with black hair and dark skin. “Come on up.”

			As the girl walked forward, Landon noticed a Shine tucked into the collar of her shirt. Sabra’s Shine looked much smaller and more agile than the old reptile draped over Daisy Gates’s shoulder. 

			“I want you to punch me,” Daisy said to the girl. 

			Sabra’s dark eyes widened in surprise and she took a step back, unsure. 

			“Or you can kick me, if that makes you feel more comfortable,” Daisy said. 

			Sabra delicately reached out a toe and tapped Daisy’s shin. The teacher chuckled. “I mean, really kick me. As hard as you can.” 

			“This feels like a trap,” Sabra said. “A boy in my class last year kicked a teacher and then he got kicked . . . right out of school.” 

			“Well, how about this,” Daisy said. “Never kick someone unless they ask you to.” She grinned at Sabra. “I’m asking you to.” 

			Sabra’s Shine slithered around her neck, putting its face close to hers and exhaling—what was it? Focus and determination. 

			Sabra kicked Daisy. Not in the shin this time, but right in the stomach with a karate-style foot in the air. All the students in the gym flinched. Landon let out an involuntary “ooooh.” But Daisy Gates didn’t even flinch. 

			“I’m not wearing these coveralls because they’re cute,” Daisy said. “Although they are a lot cuter now than when I was your age. . . . Anyway, these are Glopified coveralls. That means one of our BEM witches or warlocks dipped this outfit in a special Glop formula to give them special powers. When you’re wearing coveralls like these, the fabric will shield you from most injuries. Get whacked in the shoulder by an angry Thingama­junk? You’re good. Get thrown against a brick wall? No problem. Get kicked in the stomach by your student?” She winked at Sabra. “You’ll be just fine.” 

			“However,” Daisy said, “these babies only work if they are fully zipped up. If I go walking around with my zipper down, I’ll feel the pain. Plus, it’s embarrassing.” 

			Sabra stepped back in line with the other students as Daisy gestured to the utility belt around her waist. “Obviously, the belt itself is pretty magical,” Daisy explained. “These pouches protect any item inside, and they hold a lot more than they appear to. This one here is especially important.” Daisy snapped her fingers above the largest canvas pouch on her left side. 

			Instantly, the teacher’s lazy-looking Shine slithered forward and dropped from Daisy’s shoulder. Target fell straight into the open pouch, disappearing from view. 

			“The Servite pouch is a comfortable and convenient way for your little friends to stay right by your side,” Daisy said. “Keeps them close enough that their breath still benefits you, but offers them some protection. Target naps in there for hours. One time, I was sure she had died, but then she came slithering out for dinner.” 

			In response to this comment, the big Shine’s tail flicked out the top of the pouch in a gesture full of attitude. Daisy just chuckled and reached across to the other side of her tool belt. She grabbed one of the short wooden handles from a U-shaped clip and pulled it free. As she did, an entire broom materialized in her hand. 

			“These clips make it possible to carry long items so they don’t get in the way.” Daisy twirled the broom around like a quarterstaff. “This particular type of broom is very helpful in getting you to difficult-to-reach places. Point the end of the broomstick in the direction you want to go and then tap the bristles against the floor and you’ll lift off. The harder you strike the bristles, the farther you’ll fly.” 

			“That’s like the one Mr. Clarence had last night,” Landon whispered to Jade. “It nearly broke my neck.”

			Daisy clipped the broom back in its place and snapped out another handle. A different type of broom shimmered into view—the kind shaped like a T that people used to sweep garages. 

			“Pushbroom,” Daisy said. “Works a lot like the normal broom, except it sends other things flying. Just take aim at an object and hit it with the bristles.” 

			She clipped the pushbroom away and unclipped a toilet plunger. “Who knows what this is for?” 

			Landon didn’t raise his hand, but a few other students did. 

			“No, you don’t.” Daisy snickered. “This is a Glopified plunger. You can use it to move heavy objects. As long as the object isn’t attached to the ground, you can clamp the rubber suction cup onto a flat surface, and the plunger will magically make the item weightless. I once saw a kid stick a plunger to a car and throw it across a parking lot.”

			Landon couldn’t believe what he was learning. This was incredible! Mr. Clarence’s flying broom had blown his mind, but that was just the beginning! Landon glanced over at Jade to see if she was equally amazed. The girl was squinting at the teacher, her mind obviously running wild with all the possibilities.

			Daisy put away the plunger and unclipped the final handle from her belt. It was a mop, with dingy white strings hanging down like messy hair. 

			“I never was very good at this one,” Daisy admitted. “If you flick the mop just right, the strings will stretch out and tangle things up.” 

			“What kind of things?” someone asked. 

			“Anything, really,” Daisy said. “Back in my day, we were always lassoing bad guys.” 

			“How do you get it untangled?” Jade asked. 

			“Flick the mop handle again, and the strings will retract,” Daisy put it away. “One more thing.” She reached into another pouch and pulled out a small ziplock baggie full of brownish-gray dirt. 

			“This is vacuum dust,” Daisy said. “You know, the stuff that gets sucked up when you vacuum. When it passes through a Glopified vacuum, the dust comes out quite magical. Toss a pinch of this at an object or a person and it will suction them to the floor for a few seconds, giving you time to get away.” 

			She tucked the baggie of vacuum dust into her belt pouch. “Here at the School of Garbage, we think students should learn new skills in a hands-on environment. So . . . there’s an outfit like this for each of you on a table in the back of the gym,” Daisy said. “Throw on the coveralls, strap on a belt, and meet me back here.” 

			Landon waited for a few of the other students to move first so he wouldn’t look too excited. Then he struck off toward the table.

			“You gonna introduce us to the new kid, Jade?” a girl with reddish-blonde hair asked. 

			Landon busied himself sifting through the pile of coveralls on the table, checking tags for his size. 

			“This is my brother, Landon Murphy,” Jade said. 

			“If he’s your brother, how come he’s got a different last name than you?” Sabra asked. 

			“Because we’re not actually related,” Landon said quickly. 

			“Stepbrother,” Jade explained. “Or, he will be, in a couple of weeks.” 

			“But what’s he doing here?” Sabra asked as if Landon weren’t standing right in front of her. “We’ve all been doing this for four summers and I’ve never seen him before. It’s not like he transferred from another School of Garbage. This is the only one in the world.” 

			“Relax,” said the tall kid next to Landon. Landon recognized him as the curly haired boy from the Servite introduction. What was his name—Ezekiel? 

			“He’s got a Filter,” Ezekiel said. “Skipping grades is what we do.” He gently punched Landon on the shoulder. “Right, bro?” 

			“Maybe if P.E. is the only subject taught in your school,” Sabra conceded. 

			Ezekiel laughed off the insult. 

			“Don’t pay any attention to Zeke,” Sabra said to Landon. “Filter kids are known for being a little on the unintelligent side.” She tapped the side of her head. “No offense. You guys should stick to running and jumping jacks—or whatever your Servites make you good at. Leave the thinking to Brenda and me.” 

			Sabra folded a pair of coveralls over her arm and walked away, her Shine sticking out its forked tongue in their direction. 

			“Well, she’s fun,” Landon muttered, pulling a pair of coveralls over his outfit and zipping them up. 

			“Sabra’s probably the smartest person in our class,” Jade admitted, sliding into her own coveralls. “I’m pretty sure she knows everything. And if she doesn’t, she says she does. So, she does.”

			“Who’s Brenda?” Landon asked, cinching on his belt.

			“That’s what Sabra named her Shine,” Jade explained. 

			“That’s a weirdly . . . human name,” Landon said. 

			Jade shrugged. “Sabra said she always wanted a little sister named Brenda. But she got a little brother instead. So she named her Shine Brenda.” 

			Jade moved away, and Landon checked the wide Servite pouch on the left side of his belt. He snapped his fingers over the opening just like Daisy had done, but Squeak just stared at the pouch from where he sat at the edge of the table. 

			“You’re supposed to jump in,” Landon said. Squeak narrowed his orange eyes skeptically. By now, most of the other students were lining up in front of Daisy again. If Landon didn’t hurry, he might be the last one there. 

			“I guess we’ll try the pouch later,” he said as Squeak followed him back to the teacher. 

			“All right,” Daisy said, once they were all assembled. She had moved the can of Glop out of the gym and now directed their attention to the gym ceiling high overhead. 

			“Everybody see that buzzer between the rafters up there?” Daisy said. Peering past the metal rafters, Landon noticed the small square device with a big red button mounted to the ceiling. It looked like something that would be used in a board game. 

			“First person to press that buzzer wins,” Daisy said. “But here’s the catch: before you can go for the buzzer, you have to knock over five orange cones and fly yourself through three Hula-Hoops. Any questions?” 

			“What do we get if we win?” Sabra asked, staring up at the ceiling. 

			“The warm feeling of satisfaction, knowing you were faster than everyone else,” Daisy said. Then she bolted for the sideline, shouting “Onyourmarkgetsetgo!” 
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			“You were gonna win.”

			Landon faltered for a minute as the other students plunged into action. The gym quickly spun into chaos, ringing with shouts and grunts like on a football field. 

			Knock down five cones, fly through three hoops, then get to the ceiling and push that buzzer button. Or was it three cones and five hoops? 

			Squeak sprang to Landon’s shoulder, puffing out energy. Didn’t help him focus through the ruckus, though. That was what Shine breath did, and that Sabra girl was already airborne. 

			Landon snapped a broom out of his belt. He’d used one last night, but now he actually knew what to do with it. He angled and struck, peeling off the ground with breakneck speed. Squeak screamed, claws shooting out of his paws to find a grip on the coveralls. 

			The boy angled his body, cutting off Sabra and sliding through the first dangling Hula-Hoop. Too much speed. And he couldn’t steer this broom, no matter how hard he pulled on the handle. 

			Looking down, he saw Jade kicking over one of the orange cones. But that Ezekiel kid was coming up right behind her. The curly haired boy tossed a pinch of that vacuum dust, and Jade went down with the sound of a revving vacuum. 

			That was playing dirty! But Daisy Gates hadn’t told them not to attack each other. 

			Landon’s broom finally lost power and dropped gradually to the gym floor. He was clear across the room now, and he sprinted back toward the cones, clipping his broom away and pulling out his mop. 

			Flick! 

			The mop strings shot out like jungle vines, tangling around the nearest cone. Landon swung the tool sideways, using the outstretched mop strings to topple a second cone before he flipped the tangled item into the air. 

			The mop strings retracted, and the cone shot upward, slamming into a kid soaring overhead on his broom. 

			“See that, Squeak?” Landon laughed. He was a natural at this Glopified stuff! He leapt sideways and kicked over a third cone before the deafening sound of vacuum dust struck him from behind. 

			He had no idea who’d done it, but his face was instantly pressed against the smooth gym floor, his whole body shaking as the suction held him pinned. He tried to call out to Squeak, but the Filter was suctioned with him. Landon forced a hand out, trying to drag himself toward the next cone. 

			After a moment, the suction let up, and Landon was back in the game. He needed two more cones, but the ones surrounding him had already been toppled. In fact, there were only a few left on the far side of the gym. 

			On his feet, Landon moved toward the remaining targets, skirting around one of the empty school desks. Out of the corner of his eye he saw his attacker closing after him. It was a heavyset girl with lots of freckles, knuckles deep in a ziplock baggie of vacuum dust. 

			She pulled out a pinch, arm coming back to toss it. In one swift motion, Landon unclipped his plunger, sticking the suction cup onto the nearby desktop. He lifted, amazed at how the entire desk didn’t seem to weigh a thing. 

			The girl threw the vac dust, and Landon spun around, wielding the desk as a shield. The dust hit the desk and suctioned it down, yanking Landon’s arm. 

			He tugged, but the plunger didn’t release its grip. Oh, well. Abandoning the magical plunger, he darted across the gym, sliding to kick over his fourth cone. 

			That’s when he spotted Jade Shu. The girl was setting up a cone and knocking down the same one over and over again. Was that allowed? 

			“Hey, isn’t that cheating?” Landon shouted. 

			Jade looked over at him and grinned. “I just knocked over a cone five times. Daisy never said it had to be a different cone each time. And I already did the hoops.” 

			What? That meant Jade was done? She was going to win? 

			Stealing her technique, Landon quickly used the toe of his shoe to tip the orange cone upright before kicking it over for the final time. Jade was fumbling with her tool belt, finally producing the broom she needed to fly up and hit the buzzer. 

			In a flash, Landon whipped out his pushbroom. Time to see how this thing worked on a person. 

			“Hey, Jade,” he called, racing up behind her. The girl had aimed her broom at the buzzer above, but before she could tap it against the floor and take flight, Landon slammed her in the back with the bristles of his own tool. 

			Jade screamed, dropping her broom and sailing upward—but not in the right direction. Head over heels she rose, totally out of control and spiraling away from the buzzer. 

			 “Let’s do this, Pace!” Ezekiel’s voice sounded from behind Landon. The boy’s Filter breathed a burst of energy into his face, and Ezekiel angled his broom at the buzzer and struck the bristles. 

			Landon dove, trying to grab the boy’s ankles, but he was too slow. 

			“No!” Landon shouted, staring in defeat as the tall boy zoomed straight up, slamming his hand against the button to announce his victory with a loud buzz! 

			“We have a winner!” Daisy Gates announced, walking back into the arena of toppled cones. Landon and the other students limped back to the teacher as Ezekiel’s broom lost power and he slowly glided down. 

			“You pushbroomed me?” Jade said, her pink hair looking disheveled as she reached Landon’s side. 

			“Don’t take it personally. Just part of the game,” Landon said unapologetically. “You were gonna win.” 

			“Yeah,” Jade replied. “I was gonna win.” 

			Ezekiel clipped his broom into his belt and held one hand above his head in victory. Even Pace, the boy’s antlered Filter, looked smug, perched in his curly hair. 

			“Not bad for a dumb Filter kid, eh, Sabra?” he said as he passed the girl. 

			“I don’t think it’s fair,” Sabra called to Daisy. “The Filter kids had an obvious advantage. Their Servites literally make them more athletic. There should’ve been an intellectual component to this competition.” 

			“The Filter students might be the most athletic,” Daisy said, “but the Shine students were far more efficient and got into the action faster. Sabra, I noticed you took a little extra time to set up your launch so you could fly through two hoops in one flight. Smart. And the Scrubbish students found creative ways to accomplish the tasks. Jade set up and knocked down the same cone five times in a row.” 

			Jade beamed at the praise, and Landon saw any upset about losing drain away from her. 

			“That’s what’s so cool about Servites,” Daisy said. “Pretty much every problem you’ll run up against can be broken into three pieces. There’s a creative piece—think of a solution to the problem. There’s an intellectual piece—focus on and analyze how that solution can be carried out. And there’s a physical piece—execute the plan. I pitted you all against each other in this competition, and I honestly had no idea who would win. But imagine what would happen if you teamed up? You’d have the strength of all three Servites. Which is why Dr. Weizmann and I have decided to split this class into trios. Each group will have one student representing each type of Servite. We’ll continue training with the janitorial supplies in these smaller groups, starting tomorrow.” 

			She dismissed the class, and the students moved across the gym toward the exit. Squeak jumped into Landon’s hand, and he whispered to his Servite, “We’re gonna get a team tomorrow, Squeak. Who do you think they’ll put us with?” 
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			“This obviously isn’t my thing.”

			Just his luck—Landon had been put in a team with Jade Shu and Sabra Malik. And now the newly formed team was stuck inside a giant rubber boot about a fifteen-minute’s hike into the landfill. 

			The trio had been lowered into this boot, left with nothing but a pair of Glopified mops, a toilet plunger, and a giant bar of soap the size of a couch. Landon had seen a lot of strange things since coming to the School of Garbage, but oversized trash was new. Daisy had explained that the magical Glop that saturated the landfill caused some objects to grow to enormous sizes. Now their teacher was taking advantage of the giant items for this “team building” exercise. But just like the one this morning had been, Landon thought it was more like “team destroying.” Jade always had her head in the clouds, Sabra was a know-it-all, and that left everything up to Landon. 

			The object of the game was simple—get the huge bar of soap out of the giant boot. Above, Daisy was running a stopwatch to add some pressure to their teamwork. 

			“That’s five minutes down!” Daisy Gates’s voice called down.

			Landon got a running start and made it probably twelve feet up the rubber wall before sliding back down. 

			“What are you doing, Murphy?” Sabra snapped. “If that was going to work, don’t you think you would have gotten out of here the first five times you tried it?” 

			“Oh, I apologize for trying to get out,” he said sarcastically. 

			Sabra walked over and stuck the Glopified toilet plunger to the top of the soap, lifting the huge bar easily now that its weight was magically reduced. 

			“If only they’d given us a broom,” Sabra muttered, looking up toward the sky at the top of the tall boot. “With the plunger hooked on like this, I could fly straight up.” 

			“That would make it too easy,” Jade said. 

			“We need a plan,” Landon said. He looked at Sabra. “Aren’t you and your Shine supposed to be the planners?” 

			“Wait a minute,” Jade said. “I thought I was supposed to be the planner. Ya know—me and Muse and our big ideas . . . ”

			“I’d be happy for a tiny idea,” Landon said. 

			“Then let’s focus,” Sabra said, “instead of spending our time doodling on the walls.” She shot a glare at Jade. 

			“I haven’t been doodling!” Jade put her hands on her hips. 

			In response, Sabra pointed to the rubber wall of the boot next to the heel. Among the stains and smears of landfill muck, there was an obvious doodle painted on the wall. Landon immediately recognized it as the rough shape of an old key—sketched with something white and chalky. Definitely not Jade’s work. If she had drawn it, the graffiti would have been many colors and far more artistic. 

			“Ten minutes!” Daisy’s voice shouted down. “And you know what that means . . . ” 

			Water suddenly started pouring down from above. Daisy had warned them that the difficulty would increase every five minutes. Was she seriously filling the boot with water? At least it looked fresh. Glancing up, Landon could see a sprinkler on the end of a garden hose. How had Daisy found a water source to hook up that hose? 

			Sabra grunted, throwing the weightless bar of soap as high as she could. But as soon as her toilet plunger unhooked, the soap came crashing down. Now that the ground beneath their feet was wet, the bar of soap slipped down to the dark cave that was the toe of the boot.

			Landon wiped water from his eyes. It was definitely making things more difficult, but at least the water was sort of refreshing. Behind Jade, the chalky painting of the key had washed into an unrecognizable smear. 

			“Huddle up, Jalanbra!” Jade shouted, retreating down to the toe of the boot. 

			“What did you call us?” Landon asked. 

			“Was that an insult?” asked Sabra. 

			“Jalanbra,” Jade repeated. “It’s a mashup of our three names. Jade. Landon. Sabra. I think it makes a pretty good team name.” 

			“Nope,” Landon said. “It doesn’t.” 

			“Literally never say that again,” Sabra echoed. 

			Soapsuds were forming as the water pooled in the boot’s toe. Squeak was splashing around in the water like a happy critter, but Muse looked miserable and wet, shaking out her feathers as she perched on the edge of the soap. Brenda had tucked herself into Sabra’s shirt collar, silver head barely peeking out. 

			“They put us together for a reason,” Sabra said. 

			“Yeah,” Landon said. “Our Servites.” 

			“But that’s supposed to make us a well-rounded team, right?” Jade said. “We each have our strengths.” 

			“And we have some tools,” Sabra said. “They gave us a plunger because the bar of soap is obviously too heavy to move without it.” 

			“But why did they give us mops?” Landon said, looking at the two items in Jade’s hands. “A pushbroom would have sent the soap floating right out of here.” 

			“Again, too easy,” Jade replied. “It’s like a puzzle . . . ” She held out one hand and Muse fluttered over, perching on the girl’s forearm. Jade’s expression changed to a far-off look. Landon had seen that look on her face when she was stepping back to study her art projects from a distance. But this time, the wet boot and slippery bar of soap were her canvas. 

			Jade lingered in her creative mental space for a long moment before her eyes refocused and she turned her attention back to Landon and Sabra. 

			“The object of the game is to get this huge piece of soap out of the boot,” Jade said. “But that doesn’t mean we have to pick it up.” 

			“Umm . . . ” Landon said. “What?” 

			“Everything is so slippery right now,” Jade said, “if we could tip over the boot, then the soap would slide right out.” 

			“This boot’s not going to budge,” Landon said. “I’ve been throwing myself against the side since we got down here.” 

			“Wait, wait. Jade’s idea could work,” Sabra said. Now it was her turn to get a far-off look. But Sabra’s deep concentration looked different from Jade’s. It was more focused and pointed, with such a stern look on her face that Landon would have been afraid to interrupt her. Luckily, he didn’t have to. Sabra pulled together a plan from the depths of her brain and started rambling. 

			“If we could stick the plunger to the inside of the boot—almost at the top—it would reduce the weight of this huge boot. Then we use both mops to lasso the handle of the plunger. If we stand on opposite sides of the boot we could pull back and forth on the mops and get the boot rocking until it tips.” 

			“Only one problem,” Jade said. “How do we stick the plunger clear up at the top of the wall?” 

			“Easy,” Landon said. Both girls looked at him and he shrugged. “Plunger toss. I was playing with a plunger in the gym yesterday and I realized I could flip it like a water bottle. If it lands just right, the suction cup sticks.” 

			“And you think you could toss it clear up to the top of the wall?” Sabra asked. “If you miss, the plunger goes right out the top of the boot and then we’re really out of luck.” 

			“I won’t miss,” Landon said, taking the plunger from her hand. Squeak seemed to realize that something exciting was about to happen, so the little Filter came bounding through the sudsy puddle to Landon’s side. 

			The boy stepped out from the toe of the boot, the hose water dousing him like a waterfall. Hefting the plunger, he gaged the distance. Squeak bounded up his leg, clinging to his left shoulder and giving an encouraging breath. Landon felt his muscles loosen, his grip tighten, and his confidence rise. 

			He hurled the toilet plunger. It soared end over end, taking a perfect arc and sticking to the wall of the boot with a satisfying squelch!

			A grin spread over his dripping face and he turned to let his companions know, but Jade and Sabra were already right behind him with their mops. 

			“First try,” Jade said. “Nice.” 

			The handle of the plunger stuck out of the boot wall like a little branch. Sabra flicked her mop at it, the dirty white strings extending like thin ropes. They fell short, retracting with a spray of warm water. Jade’s first flick missed too. Sabra landed hers on the third try, the strings wrapping tightly around the plunger handle. But after her fifth try, Jade Shu finally handed the mop to Landon. 

			“This obviously isn’t my thing,” she said without a hint of bitterness in her voice. 

			Landon snared the plunger handle on his first flick, feeling pretty satisfied. This was teamwork at its finest. This was the reason Daisy had put them in these groups. Jade had come up with the idea to tip the boot, Sabra had concocted a plan, and Landon had the skills to execute it. 

			“Okay,” Sabra said, holding onto her mop handle and retreating to the far side of the boot. “You go over there, and we’ll take turns pulling.” 

			Landon moved until his back was against the opposite wall. Sabra gave a heave on her mop, pulling the top of the boot just a little in her direction. When the tension went off her mop strings, Landon gave a jerk. 

			Back and forth. Back and forth. With each tug, the boot rocked a little further until there was so much movement that Landon was having a hard time keeping his footing. 

			“It’s not enough!” Jade cried. She was crouched next to Landon, using her hands to stabilize herself. 

			Landon pulled a little harder on his turn, but Jade was right. They seemed to have reached the limit of how far this boot was going to tip. 

			“We need more weight at the top,” Sabra cried from her side. “Something to push it over.” 

			Squeak chirruped at the same time that Landon had an idea. “Jade,” he said. “Take this and keep pulling.” 

			The girl rose on shaky legs and took the wet mop handle from him. Anticipating Landon’s daring stunt, Squeak’s claws gripped into his shirt. 

			Landon jumped, catching the elongated mop strings as Jade pulled. Hand over hand, he shimmied up the ropes, shaking water droplets from his eyes and ignoring the rope burns on his hands. 

			In a moment, he had reached the plunger. Landon dangled from the entwined handle with both hands, timing the steady back-and-forth rocking of the giant boot.

			He sucked in a Filtered breath of energy. “Hold on!” Landon shouted, twisting the handle of the plunger. It detached, full weight returning to the boot. With the plunger in hand, Landon leapt to the downhill wall, throwing his body against it.

			The added weight was just what they needed to pass the tipping point. Slowly, the boot fell, Landon riding it down with Squeak screeching in his ear. 

			They hit the ground, all three kids tumbling out in a wave of dirty, soapy water. Landon tumbled through the trash of the landfill, gasping for breath and squinting against the sun. 

			The huge bar of soap slid out of the boot’s opening, slamming into the kids and coming to a stop. When Landon looked up again, Daisy Gates was standing in front of him, blocking the sun. 

			“Fourteen minutes and thirty-eight seconds,” the teacher said, clicking her stopwatch. “Very creative, by the way. I’m a fan of Team Jalanbra.”

			“Nope,” Sabra said. “Don’t say that.” 

			Landon collapsed with exhaustion.
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			“So, you just insult them?”

			Bookworm stood perfectly still in the middle of the gym, arms out to his sides like a mannequin on display. Landon ran his fingers along the handle of the pushbroom in his belt, ready to draw and defend himself if the Thingama­junk attacked. But all the other students in the gym looked quite comfortable with Bookworm around. Made sense—they hadn’t fought for their lives against a creature who looked very much like the one standing in front of them now. 

			“Thingamajunks,” Daisy Gates began. “Humanoid trash creatures that vary in height from five to eight feet tall, depending on how much garbage they can acquire to form their bodies. An individual Thingama­junk can be hard to identify because their bodies are rarely made up of the same pieces of garbage twice. But their heads are consistent. Each Thingamajunk’s head is comprised of at least two pieces of trash that are fused together.” 

			Daisy circled around the creature as she continued to talk about him. “Bookworm, here, has a moldy textbook for a mouth and a tin lunchbox for a head. These two dents can look a lot like eyes, but don’t be deceived—a Thingamajunk can see out of any part of its head.” 

			She suddenly reached up and snatched a pencil out from behind her ear, throwing it at Bookworm’s back. It pinged off a milk jug in his shoulder and clattered to the floor. 

			“You were supposed to catch that, Bookworm,” Daisy muttered. “I was trying to prove a point.”

			Apologetically, Bookworm broke his stance and picked up the fallen pencil, handing it back to Daisy. 

			“I guess, in a way, that proves my next point,” the teacher said. “The general intelligence of the Thinga­ma­junks is unknown. In fact, what little we know about them has come from observations in the wilds of the landfill and from our very own Bookworm.” 

			The Thingama­junk resumed the mannequin pose. Landon wondered how much of this “training” Bookworm really understood. 

			“But it’s important to note that Thinga­ma­junks don’t care much for their own bodies,” Daisy continued. “They treat them like . . . well, trash. Bookworm probably saw that pencil flying at his back, but it didn’t bother him enough to dodge or block. We think this is because, for them, a body is replaceable. Bookworm does it every time he pops out of a new trash pile.” 

			“His body changes?” Landon asked. 

			“Thinga­ma­junks don’t seem to like walking much,” Daisy explained. “They have a faster way of traveling around the landfill.” She swished her hand through the air like a swimming fish. “They burrow. And once they’re underground, they can only pop up if there is enough loose trash to form a new body.”

			“But if their heads remain the same,” Sabra said, “how do they travel underground?” 

			“Bookworm has tried to explain this to us more than once,” Daisy said. “As far as we understand, the heads of the Thinga­ma­junks travel through the Glop.” 

			“That’s the gooey mud stuff, right?” Landon whispered to Jade, who nodded back. 

			“It explains why the Thinga­ma­junks can zoom around anywhere they want in the landfill,” Daisy said. “This whole place is steeped in Glop. But Bookworm tells us that there are underground ribbons of Glop stretching across the entire country like a spiderweb. Dr. Weizmann calls them ley lines.” 

			“Like in ancient stories about magic,” Jade said. 

			“Exactly,” Daisy replied. 

			“I must not know enough ancient magic stories,” Ezekiel said. “What’s a ley line?” 

			“Historically, people believed that there were mystical lines of energy and power that covered the whole earth,” Jade explained. “They built cities and important monuments along the ley lines.” 

			“For Bookworm,” Daisy said, “the trace amounts of Glop that run through the earth are like highways. His head magi­cally travels along these lines until it finds enough loose trash nearby to construct a body.” 

			“But the other Thinga­ma­junks can’t do this?” Sabra checked. 

			“Right,” Daisy said. “Bookworm says they can’t leave the landfill because they don’t have what it takes to survive the Glop ley lines. If they folded their heads into these travel lines, the other Thinga­ma­junks would never be able to re-form. Their heads would disintegrate in the Glop.” 

			“Then why can Bookworm do it?” one of the other students asked. 

			Daisy shrugged. “He’s just . . . different.”

			Landon wondered if the Junklet he had fought in Stafford Elementary had traveled through a Glop ley line. He didn’t like the idea of Junklets popping out of any trash can in the country, willy-nilly. And if other full-grown Thingamajunks could do it . . . Landon shuddered.

			“What about the dumpster portals?” Sabra asked. “Could the other Thinga­ma­junks travel through those?” 

			“It’s possible,” Daisy said. “But the school grounds—including the dumpster portals—are protected by our own security system. For now, we only have to worry about encountering trash monsters here in the landfill.” She shot Landon and Jade a knowing glance. “And so today’s lesson is all about defending yourself against Thingamajunks.” 

			Landon didn’t miss the meaning behind Daisy’s glance. If something worked against Thingamajunks, it might be helpful in case they ever ran up against another Junklet.

			“Your first line of defense,” Daisy cracked her knuckles, “is trash-talking.” 

			Landon couldn’t help but let out a little laugh. He played a lot of sports, so he’d gotten pretty good at trash-talking the other teams. But doing that to a creature made of trash? She was joking, right? 

			“It works, trust me,” Daisy said. “I had some friends that were so good at trash-talking, they could make a Thingama­junk tuck its tail between its legs and run to hide in the landfill. Even doing it poorly can cause the Thingama­junk to hesitate, buying you a little time.” 

			“So, you just insult them?” Sabra asked. 

			“Trash-talking is more than a casual insult,” Daisy said. “It begins with a confident stance.” She turned to the twelve students in the gymnasium. “Do this with me. Feet shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent. But keep your back straight as a board and pull your shoulders back. Now lean forward just slightly, chin up.” 

			Landon felt silly doing it, but then he remembered baseball drills. Practicing his swing wasn’t much different. It all started with the stance. 

			“Probably seems easy,” Daisy said, breaking the pose, “but trust me, it’s a lot harder to be so confident when there’s a Thingama­junk threatening to pound you into the ground. They’ll prey on weakness, though. That’s why confident trash-talking makes them pause.” 

			Landon relaxed his stance. 

			“What sort of things do you say when you’re trash-­talking the trash?” asked a girl with a Shine on her shoulder. 

			“We’re not going to practice it here,” Daisy said, glancing sideways at the obediently posed Bookworm. Landon got the impression that yelling insults wouldn’t be great for the Thingama­junk’s self-esteem. Wait. Did these things even have self-esteem? 

			“The more specific the insult, the better,” Daisy explained. “Touch on as many senses as you can—how pathetic they look, how awful they smell, how weak they sound. Be creative about it. Metaphors and similes are always good. You smell like you took a bath in sour milk and dried off in my granny’s armpit. That sort of stuff.” 

			Daisy glanced sideways at Bookworm to make sure he wasn’t taking anything personally. 

			“But sometimes, an angry Thingama­junk just won’t back down,” Daisy continued. “In that case, you have to take them down.” She moved closer to Bookworm. “Thinga­ma­junks are far from perfect architects. When they form their bodies, they slap the garbage together into the quickest and most convenient configuration. That means that certain pieces of trash bear more weight than others. We call these weak spots.” 

			Daisy suddenly whirled, striking Bookworm in the left hip with her fist. A foam egg carton cracked inward and completely buckled under the weight of Bookworm’s upper body. The Thingama­junk tried to recover, but he only managed two faltering steps before his entire body lost cohesion and came crashing down. 

			“A well-placed blow is more important than a strong arm,” Daisy said. 

			The pile of trash on the floor stirred, and Bookworm began to reassemble himself in a new configuration. 

			“We’re going to play a little game.” Daisy gave the class a crooked smile. “Everybody against the back wall.” 

			The students obeyed with a murmur of excitement. Landon felt the competitive edge divide the gym again, but this time he wasn’t feeling it himself. A game involving Bookworm? No thanks. That Thingama­junk looked an awful lot like the Junklet that had almost trashed him at Stafford Elementary. 

			“Once Bookworm has put himself together again, he’s going to start taking laps around the gym,” Daisy said. “Watch the way he moves. Look for weak spots.”

			“How do we know what those are?” asked one of the boys. 

			“Weak spots are single items that aren’t supported by other bits of trash,” Daisy explained. “These occur most frequently in joints, legs, and arms. But you can also look for isolated items that have bigger bulky things stacked directly on top. Once you think you’ve identified one of these points in Bookworm, race forward and strike the item to see if you can disable him. The first student to bring him down wins.”

			Bookworm suddenly sprang up, loping across the gym at a moderate pace. Landon thought the assignment seemed pretty harsh—literally beating up on Bookworm until he broke down. But seeing him now, with his textbook mouth open in a ridiculous grin, Landon thought the Thingama­junk was actually loving the attention. 

			“You need to be able to analyze a Thingama­junk’s weak spots while it’s on the move,” Daisy said. “And then you need to act fast and strike with perfect accuracy.” 

			The first kid broke from the wall, sprinting toward Bookworm, her Shine scuttling on the floor to keep up. She intercepted the Thingama­junk and pounded her fist into a plastic laundry basket on his upper right leg. 

			Bookworm didn’t even break his stride. 

			“You’re out, Gretchen!” Daisy shouted. “Good try. But that basket is lodged pretty tightly in place by that moldy loaf of bread at its base. You need to look for weak points of connection.” 

			The energy of the students against the wall was electric. Landon could almost feel their eyes studying Bookworm, analyzing every scrap that made up his weirdly shaped body. 

			But all Landon could think about was the last trash monster he had gone up against. This time, he was going to hang back, maybe let a couple of the other kids get pummeled by Bookworm before he decided to join the game.

			At his side, Jade didn’t seem to care about this competition at all. She was whispering quietly to Muse, who was perched on her forearm. 

			Three more kids broke from the wall almost simultaneously. It quickly turned into a footrace across the gym as Bookworm circled around. They hit him, each in a different spot, but the Thingama­junk did not go down. 

			Defeated, they slunk to the far side of the gym as another pair set out from the wall. Sabra was one of them, and when her strike didn’t bring down the Thingama­junk, she started with a loud complaint. 

			“I know what the weak spot is,” she said. “I just missed it. Bookworm moved to shield himself.” 

			“That’s part of the battle,” Daisy said. “If the Thinga­ma­junks know you’re going for a weak spot, of course they’ll try to protect it.” 

			Landon saw a bright streak of color, and then suddenly, without warning, Bookworm collapsed. 

			Muse soared out of the wreckage, winging her way back to Jade Shu, who had taken one small step away from the wall. The Scrubbish perched on her arm, and the girl ran a hand all the way down the creature’s long tail. 

			Daisy began a slow applause, and Bookworm’s head seemed to smile from atop the loose pile of trash. 

			“In classic Scrubbish style, Jade Shu comes through with a creative solution!” Daisy said, clapping her hands faster. “How’d you spot the shoebox?”

			“Process of elimination,” Jade replied. “I had it narrowed down to a handful of items. Once the others hit a few wrong ones, I figured it had to be the shoebox. I was hoping that Bookworm wouldn’t notice Muse dive-bombing like that.” 

			“Very good,” Daisy said. “But I have to say, in the real world, you can’t rely on process of elimination. You might only get one hit to bring down a Thingama­junk. Make sure it counts.” 

		


		
			CHAPTER 14
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			“Stay sharp.”

			The four Trash Teams were lined up on the concrete pad outside the School of Garbage, early-morning light glinting off the dumpster portals behind them. They were already dressed for training, with coveralls zipped over their clothes and tool belts cinched tightly around their waists.

			Landon reached up and scratched Squeak under the chin, just the way he liked it. The antlered critter purred softly as Dr. Bernard Weizmann and Daisy Gates paced in front of the students. 

			“You have all done a wonderful job training this week,” Dr. Weizmann said. “I’ve received daily reports from Daisy, and it sounds like each team is working together quite wonder­fully.” 

			Landon glanced at Jade and Sabra on either side of him. What kind of report was Daisy giving about them? Working together . . . sure. But Landon wouldn’t say they were doing it wonderfully.

			“You may have been wondering about the shift in our teaching methods,” Dr. Weizmann continued. “Why the sudden creation of teams and all the training this week? Every­thing was in preparation for this morning.” 

			The garbologist nodded for Daisy to take over. 

			“Last night,” she began, “a neighborhood in the town of Grandsville, Ohio, was trashed. What does that mean? It means we got a report from the Grandsville Elementary School janitor less than an hour ago, explaining that huge amounts of garbage had overflowed a cul-de-sac several blocks from the school.”

			Landon and Jade looked at each other, eyes lighting up with excitement and relief. Finally! Daisy was telling the other kids about the real purpose of the Trash Teams. And this incident in Ohio sounded pretty similar to what Landon had experienced at Stafford Elementary, only bigger. A whole neighborhood this time? 

			“The twelve of you will head to that neighborhood immediately,” Dr. Weizmann said. “You will investigate the trash and bring back any clues as to what could have caused this eruption.” 

			“Has this happened before?” one of the kids asked.

			“It’s been going on for weeks now,” Daisy said. “Trash attacks all over the country. Landon Murphy was caught in the middle of one on Monday night in his hometown.” 

			All eyes went to Landon, and he felt his cheeks turn red from the unexpected attention.

			“That’s why we bumped him up to be part of the Trash Teams,” Daisy said. “He’s the first eyewitness to one of these attacks. Tell them what you saw, Landon.” 

			He swallowed. Why was she putting him on the spot like this? “Well . . . ” he stammered. “The trash sort of came alive and chased me.” 

			“Sounds like a Thingama­junk attack to me,” Sabra said. 

			“Not quite,” Dr. Weizmann said. “We’re calling them Junklets. Whatever attacked Landon at his school doesn’t seem to have the full capabilities of a Thingama­junk. They sound less structured, more chaotic.” 

			“Which is why we’ve been training you,” Daisy explained. “Because it could get dangerous.” 

			“The dumpster on the end has been recalibrated to transport you to Grandsville Elementary School,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Mrs. Henderson is the janitor there. She’ll be waiting to guide you to the neighborhood in question.” 

			“We want you to stay together in your teams,” Daisy said, “but each team should spread apart from the others. That way you all increase your chances of seeing something that another team missed.” 

			“Stay sharp,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Each team should bring back at least one bag of questionable garbage.” 

			“What sort of stuff do we bring back?” asked a kid from another team. 

			“I leave that up to you,” Dr. Weizmann said. “After all, it’s what you’ve been studying for these last four summers.” He nodded encouragingly. “Read the trash, collect your samples, and come back as soon as you think you’ve got something.” 

			“One more thing,” Daisy said. “If anyone asks, you are a volunteer cleanup crew from the Bureau of Educational Maintenance doing a summer program in the area.” 

			“The BEM will love that.” Dr. Weizmann snickered. “Now, go and be the best garbologists you can be.” 
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			“Kids’ll be kids.”

			The reports were correct. The neighborhood was totally trashed. Landon had never seen anything like it. There was garbage everywhere! 

			The cul-de-sac was made up of six nice houses. But every yard and tree and bush was strewn with old garbage. It was mounded up against the fronts of the houses, spilling through open windows and jamming front doors so they wouldn’t close. Several people—most likely the residents of the trashed homes—were milling about in the trash, obviously overwhelmed as they tried to shovel the garbage into ordinary trash bags. 

			“Here it is,” Mrs. Henderson said, stopping at the top of the street with the twelve garbology students surrounding her. She was an overly sweaty woman who huffed when she breathed, but she didn’t seem to have any trouble walking five blocks from the school to the scene of the mess. 

			“Never seen anything quite like it,” the janitor continued. “Didn’t look normal to me, so I phoned it in to Bernard.” 

			“Phoned it in?” Ezekiel asked. 

			“Means I called him,” Mrs. Henderson said. “On his land line.”

			“I don’t even know what you’re saying,” Ezekiel muttered. 

			“I risked my job doing that,” Mrs. Henderson wheezed. 

			“It was the right thing to do,” Sabra said. 

			“Still,” said the janitor, “the Bureau doesn’t think much of Weizmann’s silly garbage school. The higher-ups at the BEM wouldn’t be happy to know I placed that call, so I’m not going down there. You kids do whatever you’re supposed to do and I’ll meet you back at the school dumpster when you’re ready.” 

			With that, she waddled off, leaving the twelve students standing fifty yards away from the unexplainable disaster. 

			“Let’s divide the area into four parts,” said one of the boys. Landon was terrible with names. Liam, maybe? Anyway, he was one of the smart Shine kids on another team. Even now, his silvery Servite was perched on his shoulder looking down at the others like a king surveying his kingdom. 

			“My team will take the two houses on the left,” Liam said. “Who wants the two on the right?” Someone from Ezekiel’s team raised their hand, and Liam nodded. “And the last two houses at the end of the street?” Another team claimed it, instantly striking off. 

			“What about us?” Sabra asked, hands on her hips. 

			“Your team can investigate all the trash that’s blown into the street,” Liam said. 

			There certainly was a lot of it. From here, Landon couldn’t even see the pavement. The teams split apart, making their way to the zones they had decided on. 

			“What did the janitor mean about risking her job when she called Dr. Weizmann?” Landon asked Jade as they moved toward the mess. 

			“The School of Garbage has only been operating for a handful of years,” Jade replied. “Dr. Weizmann got a lot of opposition from the Bureau of Educational Maintenance for starting it. I don’t think the BEM would be happy to know that Dr. Weizmann is sending kids to investigate this.” 

			“I’ve got the trash bag,” Sabra said, pulling the big empty sack from a pouch on her belt as she caught up to them. 

			“I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to be looking for,” Landon admitted. 

			“Of course not,” Sabra replied. “You don’t have any real garbology training.” 

			“It’s okay,” Jade said, trying to smooth it over. “You can still be a big help by keeping the neighbors busy.” 

			“What do you mean?” Landon asked. 

			“Garbology is a delicate study.” Sabra pointed at the people cleaning up the trash. “They’re disturbing the evidence.”

			“Talk to them,” Jade told him. “Keep them distracted so Sabra and I have a chance to examine some of the trash without getting questioned about our methods.” 

			“What exactly are your methods?” Landon asked, but the girls didn’t answer him. They had reached the trash-strewn cul-de-sac and instantly saw some pieces of garbage that were more interesting than the conversation they were having. 

			Landon stood there, wrinkling his nose at an unpleasant smell wafting across the neighborhood. It was faint, but it reminded him of the stink in Stafford Elementary that night. 

			On Landon’s shoulder, Squeak nipped at the boy’s ear, drawing his attention to one of the adults from the neighborhood. The man was heading right toward Jade, who was holding a dirty rag by the corner, swirling it gently in front of her. Was she smelling it? Listening to it? Whatever she was doing, these were probably the weird methods that Jade didn’t want to have interrupted. 

			Landon moved forward, intercepting the man before he could reach Jade. 

			“Hi,” Landon said, awkwardly stepping over a sack of garbage. “How’s it going?”

			“How does it look like it’s going?” the man cried, gesturing to the mounds of garbage. “What are you kids doing here, anyway?” 

			“We’re doing a summer program with the . . . ” Landon hesitated. What did the BEM stand for again? “The . . . Bureau of Entertaining Measurements.” The man stared at him in annoyance and Landon simply shrugged. “It’s my first week. But we’re here to help with cleanup.” 

			“At least somebody came,” the man said. “The city said they’d drop off a dumpster—like one little dumpster could fit all this trash. And they won’t even be out here until this afternoon. It’s ridiculous. The whole thing is ridiculous. It’s bad enough that my own trash won’t stay in the garbage can. Now I’m dealing with everybody else’s stuff.” 

			“What do you mean, your trash won’t stay in the can?” Landon asked. 

			“I swear, I throw something away, and my kids dig it out,” he said. “Yesterday I woke up to an old pizza box back on the kitchen table. None of my kids will ’fess up to who did it.” 

			“You think your kids made this mess?” Landon asked, looking out over the cul-de-sac.

			“No, no,” the man said. “If I had to guess, this is some kind of weird vandalism. Back in my day, kids threw rolls of toilet paper into trees, and that was bad enough. But this . . . ” He scoffed, scooping another shovelful of trash into his bag. 

			“Yeah, kids these days are the worst,” Landon muttered. That was what adults liked to hear, right? 

			“Kids’ll be kids,” the guy said. “I just don’t understand why anyone would work this hard for a prank. It must’ve taken them all night to steal enough trash for this.” 

			“Steal it?” Landon said. “What do you mean?” 

			“Look at this place!” He waved his arm at the sea of garbage. “You think the five houses that got trashed made this much garbage?” The man plunged his hand into his bag and pulled out a wrinkled piece of mail. “This is junk mail for Beatrice Shumway. You know where the Shumways live? They’re clear on the other side of Wall Avenue. Whoever trashed our neighborhood pulled garbage from every house within a mile of here.” 

			Landon felt a chill run through him, remembering the Junklet as it came down the hallway of Stafford Elementary, pulling trash from every classroom it passed until its body towered nearly to the ceiling. Sounded like the exact same thing had happened here, but on a much bigger scale. If this Junklet had gathered trash for miles, how big would its body have grown? Or was there more than one of them? 

			Landon ended the conversation without saying anything. The man was annoyed and busy enough that he didn’t care, turning all his attention back to cleaning up the street. 

			“Sounds like a Junklet for sure,” Landon said quietly, returning to the spot where Jade and Sabra were examining an empty milk carton. “Gathered trash from miles and wrecked all five houses in the night. Everybody slept through it.” 

			“Five houses?” Sabra said, turning to him. “There are six houses in this cul-de-sac.” 

			Landon shrugged. “I’m just repeating what that guy told me.”

			“I had a weird feeling about that one.” Sabra pointed to a house at the end of the street with a big porch and a blue door. “I noticed the yard wasn’t nearly as dirty. And the porch is totally clear. I assumed the neighbors had worked together to clean it off first, but you’re saying it didn’t get trashed at all?”

			Jade struck off toward the house, Sabra slinging the black garbage sack over her shoulder and following close behind. 

			“Wait,” Landon called. “What are you doing? That house isn’t in our area.” 

			“Remember that lesson Dr. Weizmann taught about mold patterns last summer?” Jade said. 

			“No,” Landon replied. Mold patterns? “I was probably at home, playing video games, like a normal kid.” Last summer . . . life had been normal. His parents had been together. The word home had meant one house.

			“I remember,” Sabra said. “The story he told us didn’t have anything to do with the spots where the mold was growing. The clue was in finding the spots where the mold didn’t grow.” 

			“Exactly,” Jade said. “One house out of six that doesn’t get trashed? That’s where any good garbologist would start their search.”
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			“It was just on my pillow.”

			Landon stepped onto the grass, feeling relieved not to be wading through trash anymore. They hadn’t even made it to the front porch before a member of the Trash Team assigned to that area intercepted them.

			“What are you guys doing over here?” asked the boy with a brightly colored Scrubbish on his shoulder. “Thought you were checking out the street.” 

			“We did,” said Sabra. “It’s full of garbage. Kinda like you, Wyatt.” 

			Landon hung back. Geez! Why did Sabra have to be so mean to everyone? 

			“Real funny,” Wyatt said. “But Conrad and Mia already talked to the people at this house.” He pointed to his companions, who were sifting through the neighbor’s garbage. “They said they didn’t have any trash inside at all. Not like the other houses.”

			“Doesn’t that seem suspicious?” Jade said. “The houses on both sides got trashed. Why not this one?” 

			“Look,” Wyatt said, “we were sent here to investigate the garbage. Feel free to waste your time with this house. My team will be waiting for you back at the landfill with a sack full of useful trash.”

			Wyatt moved off to find his teammates in the trash-packed neighboring yard. 

			Landon caught Jade’s arm as Sabra moved onto the porch and rang the doorbell. “What’s Sabra’s problem?” 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“She’s totally savage!” Landon said. 

			“That’s just how she is.”

			“She ripped into Wyatt.” 

			“Oh, that’s because she likes him,” Jade said, moving onto the porch after her. 

			Landon swallowed. If she said things like that to people she liked, what would she say if she didn’t like someone? 

			The front door swung open as Landon got there. A woman who looked about his mom’s age greeted them. He thought her expression and the tilt of her head seemed slightly belittling. 

			“Are you kids with that summer program?” the woman asked. 

			“With the BEM, yes,” Sabra said, taking the lead. “We’re here to help clean up, but it doesn’t look like you need anything. Mind if we come in and ask you a few questions?” 

			“I just talked to some of your—” the woman started. But Sabra cut her off. 

			“Yes, but they don’t know what they’re doing. We’d like to find out who’s responsible for this mess, and it seems like you might be involved because your house was spared.” 

			Landon felt his face go red, embarrassed by his teammate’s direct accusation. Sabra needed to learn some tact. The woman also seemed caught off guard. 

			“Okaaaay . . . ” she muttered. “Well, why don’t you come in so I can tell you how I had nothing to do with this.” The woman stepped back, gesturing for the kids to enter the living room. 

			It was very tidy inside—a nice break from all the disorganized trash. As they entered, Jade reached down and picked up the only item out of place. It was a toy foam dart with a little rubber tip. She pulled her arm back and sent it sailing through the room. Landon wondered what she was doing until he saw the dart bounce off the arm of a little kid hiding beside the couch. He looked about six or seven years old. Like a first grader.

			“When did you discover that the rest of the neighborhood had been trashed?” Sabra asked the woman. 

			Landon watched the little boy pick up the foam dart and launch it back at Jade. It fell short, and he looked disappointed. Not just disappointed in his bad throw. Landon realized that the boy’s eyes were red and puffy, as if he’d been crying. 

			“Sarah texted me before I even got out of bed,” the woman said. “She lives two doors down. Said she woke up to a house full of garbage.” 

			Jade quietly crossed the room and picked up the dart. But instead of tossing it back to the boy, she hand-delivered it, striking up a quiet conversation that Landon couldn’t hear. 

			“And nobody heard the ruckus during the night?” Sabra went on interrogating the mother. 

			“I didn’t,” the woman answered. “I slept great. So did my husband. But he was late for work this morning because he couldn’t get the car out of the cul-de-sac. Had to call a friend to pick him up.” 

			Landon thought back to Mr. Clarence sleeping through the Junklet attack at the school. Was it somehow connected?

			“Want to see what made Dean sad?” Jade suddenly whispered in Landon’s ear. 

			“Who’s Dean?” Landon whispered back, stepping away as Sabra continued pressing the woman for answers. He followed Jade out of the living room to where the little boy was waiting in the hallway. 

			“Dean,” Jade said, “this is my brother, Landon.” Landon didn’t bother correcting her this time. “He wants to see what happened too. Can you show us?” 

			“Yup,” Dean said. “It’s in my room.” 

			Landon and Jade followed the little guy down the hallway and through an open door on the right. This was definitely the messiest room Landon had seen in the house, although it wasn’t messy with garbage. It was messy like a normal six-year-old’s room should be. There were toys and clothes in piles on the floor. His bed was unmade, the blue bedspread slipping off the end. 

			“I had a yogurt cup,” Dean said. “And I put it right here.” He walked across his room and pointed to a bare spot on his bookshelf. “But this morning it was gone.” 

			“And you didn’t get to finish eating the yogurt?” Landon asked. 

			Dean looked up at him with a confused expression. “There was no yogurt in it.” 

			“So it was just an empty cup?” Landon said. “Why does that make you sad?” 

			“Because I put some stickers on it and I was going to use it for my rock collection,” he explained. 

			“I get you,” Jade said, giving the kid a high five. “Where did you get this special yogurt cup?” 

			“I don’t know,” Dean said. “It was just on my pillow.” 

			“Huh?” Landon said. “A random yogurt cup just showed up on your pillow?” 

			“Yup. I woke up and it was right there by my head.” 

			“This morning?” Jade asked. 

			He shook his head. “Yesterday morning. Then I put the stickers on it and found three cool rocks to put in it. But this morning it was . . . gone.” 

			Landon looked at Jade. “The Junklet probably thought it was trash and sucked it right off his bookshelf to form its body.” 

			“There was trash,” Dean said, bending down and picking up some litter from the floor at the base of the bookshelf. “This garbage showed up on my shelf this morning. Right where my rock collection had been. I pushed it off the shelf when I was looking for it.” 

			“Can I take a look at that stuff?”

			“Sure,” Dean said. “It’s just junk.” 

			He tossed it onto his messy bed, reaching down a few more times to pick up all the pieces. 

			Landon and Jade studied the random assortment of items in front of them. There was a broken hanger for clothes, a pair of bent tweezers, a tangle of blue yarn, a wadded receipt, a piece of wood, and an old slice of onion. 

			“This doesn’t mean anything, does it?” Landon said, glancing at Jade. She was squinting at it like there was some mystery to be solved. “There’s no way this means anything.” 

			“Deano?” called the boy’s mom from the front room.

			Jade turned to the young boy. “Do you mind if we take these things with us?” 

			He shrugged. “I don’t want that stuff. I just want the cup for my rock collection back.” 

			Jade quickly stuffed the six items into her bag. “We’ll see what we can do about that. Thanks for your help.” 

			“What does it mean, Jade?” Landon whispered as they moved back to the living room. 

			“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But if anyone can figure it out, it’s Dr. Bernard Weizmann.” 
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			“Because I want to smell it.”

			Curious,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Curiouser and curiouser . . . ” The garbologist looked up from the laboratory table, studying Landon, Jade, and Sabra through his special magnifying glasses. 

			All the garbage brought in by the other Trash Teams had been carefully spread across the trash lab’s stainless steel tables, but Dr. Weizmann had asked Landon, Jade, and Sabra to stay after normal school hours so he could talk to them about the few pieces of trash they had brought back from the cul-de-sac. 

			“Let me get this straight,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Kid wakes up one morning and finds a yogurt cup on his pillow next to his head. Kid puts stickers on it, places it on his bookshelf, and turns it into a rock collection container. The next morning, kid wakes up to find that his yogurt cup has been replaced with these six pieces of trash?” 

			Jade nodded. “That’s what he told us.” 

			“And the very same morning,” Dr. Weizmann continued, “every house in the neighborhood is trashed except for this particular kid’s house.” He shook his head and clucked his tongue. “Something is afoot, my friends. Something very mysterious indeed.” He flipped up his magnifying glasses and sighed. 

			Landon waited for the garbologist to give some brilliant explanation about the meaning of the six pieces of trash from Dean’s bookshelf. But he didn’t. Instead, he shuffled his rubber boots over to another table spread with trash. 

			“I’ve been inspecting the trash the other teams brought in from the Grandsville incident and comparing it to the garbage from the Stafford Elementary attack,” Dr. Weizmann explained. “Daisy and I have found only one commonality.” He leaned over the table and took a deep sniff. “Funky smell.” 

			“With all due respect,” Sabra said, “it is garbage.” 

			“Oh, I am very well acquainted with the smell of garbage,” Dr. Weizmann said. “The disgusting decay, the sour stench, the rancid rot. But this . . . this is a peculiar putridity. A foreign funk. Never in all my years have I smelled anything quite like this.”

			The passionate way he described it almost made Landon want to take a whiff. But then he remembered that it was literal garbage and . . . yuck. 

			But that didn’t stop Jade Shu. She was over to the table in a flash, breathing in the foreign funk. Sabra followed, the two girls joining their professor in comparing the smell of the Grandsville and Stafford attacks. 

			“Mildly mildewy,” Dr. Weizmann said, “with sweet notes of fermentation and a slight undertone of armpit.”

			“I feel like the smell is stronger on the Grandsville trash,” Jade pointed out. 

			Dr. Weizmann snapped his fingers. “I hadn’t picked up on that, but you’re right. Now that you mention it, the smell on the Stafford trash has lessened throughout the week.” 

			“Then it’s not rot,” Sabra said. “If something was rotting, wouldn’t the smell get stronger the longer it sat?” 

			“An astute observation, Sabra,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Which only makes our smell more curious.”

			“What do you think, brother?” Jade asked Landon. 

			“Oh, no thanks.” He held up a hand as if they were offering him a snack. “I think I’m good.” 

			“Come take a sniff, kiddo,” Dr. Weizmann said, waving him over. 

			Landon sighed, giving up on resisting. He crossed to the table and halfheartedly inhaled through his nose. The smell instantly took him back to the hallway, the fear of running from that angry Junklet. 

			“Smells like the attack,” he said, pulling away. “The whole school reeked like this that night.”

			Dr. Weizmann stroked his thin mustache, deep in thought.

			“It’s stronger on this end of the table,” Jade said to his left. She was dipping her face right down into the trash now. “Ew . . . especially this piece of paper.” She plucked a ­wadded page from the pile of Stafford garbage, holding it by a torn corner. 

			Dr. Weizmann scooted closer, setting his magnifying glasses onto his nose again. His eyes looked huge, like an insect’s, as he gently took the paper from Jade’s hands.

			The garbologist carefully straightened out the page, and Landon saw Mrs. Stevens’s handwriting—a to-do list with all the to-dos crossed out. Dr. Weizmann began methodically sniffing the paper. Up one edge, across the top, and down the other. First the front, then the back. His nose seemed to home in on something in the corner of the page, and he took a deep sniff before holding the paper up to the light and examining it in the light. 

			Muttering something to himself, he pointed a finger at the Grandsville trash without pulling his eyes away from the page. 

			“Sniff it,” he ordered. “Find me a piece that smells stronger than the others.” 

			Jade and Sabra obeyed immediately, bending like hound dogs on the trail of their prey. 

			Then Dr. Weizmann pointed a finger at Landon and barked one word. 

			“Shoe!” 

			“Yes?” Jade replied. 

			“Not Shu,” he said. “Shoe. I’m talking to Landon. Give me your shoe, kiddo.” 

			“Umm . . . why?” Landon looked down at his feet. 

			“Because I want to smell it.” 

			Was this really happening? Just when he thought his teacher couldn’t get any stranger . . . “Are you serious?” 

			“Deathly serious,” the garbologist answered, still studying the paper as if it might disappear if he blinked or looked away. With his outstretched hand he beckoned for Landon’s shoe again. 

			“Whatever,” Landon sighed, bending down and slipping out of his right shoe. He stepped forward, setting it into Dr. Weizmann’s outstretched hand. 

			“This is the same shoe you were wearing the night of the attack?” Dr. Weizmann asked, finally looking away from the paper for the first time. 

			“Yeah,” Landon answered. “Why?” 

			Now the garbologist turned his nose on Landon’s shoe with the same intensity that he had shown the wadded paper. He sniffed all around the sole and the laces, finally settling on the toe with a deep inhale. He clicked down one more level of magnification on his glasses and stared at the toe of the shoe so hard that Landon half expected the rubber to melt. 

			“Gotcha!” the garbologist shouted. 

			“What is it?” Landon asked. There was something on his shoe? 

			“I believe that Landon Murphy caused the Junklet to form in Stafford Elementary School,” Dr. Weizmann said. 

			“What?” Landon cried. Was the man really blaming him? 

			“Not on purpose,” Dr. Weizmann explained. “But by way of his Nikes.” 

			“What are you saying?” Jade asked. 

			“Take a look at this.” Dr. Weizmann flicked on the nearest microscope and placed Landon’s shoe beneath it. He took a moment adjusting the focus before moving to the next microscope and placing the crumpled piece of paper from Mrs. Steven’s classroom beneath it. When he was satisfied, he stepped back and gestured for the kids to take a look. 

			“Notice the tiny specks on the toe,” the garbologist explained as Sabra shut one eye and squinted through the micro­scope at Landon’s shoe. “Tiny specks, too small for the natural eye to see.” 

			Jade peeked through the other microscope as Dr. Weizmann continued. “The same specks appear on that piece of paper from Mrs. Stevens’s wastebasket. And a quick olfactory examination can easily determine that these specks are the source of our foreign funk.” 

			“So it spread,” Sabra said, stepping away from the microscope. “From Landon’s shoe to the trash at his school. Like spores.” 

			Landon stepped forward and peered through the microscope lens. At such intense magnification, he would have had no idea he was looking at the toe of his shoe. But he could definitely see the specks that Dr. Weizmann was talking about. They looked almost like fuzzy purple caterpillars, rolled into a tight ball.

			“Spores! Yes!” Dr. Weizmann cried. “Stink Spores! It seems likely that Landon picked up these spores during his first day out in the landfill. When he went back to Stafford, they spread to the trash in his classroom.” 

			“The whole school stank like that,” Landon remembered. “But not when I went in. Only when I was fighting to get out.” 

			“That’s because the Stink Spores detonated after they got on the trash,” Dr. Weizmann said. “They spread their stinky stench in a cloud that filled the school, animating any garbage that came under its whiff.” 

			“Here’s a potent one from the Grandsville cul-de-sac,” Jade said, sniffing out an empty bottle of salad dressing from the layer of trash on the table. 

			“Give it here!” Dr. Weizmann cried excitedly. He yanked Landon’s shoe out of the microscope and tossed it to him, replacing it with the salad dressing bottle. “Ha! The same type of Stink Spores appear on this piece!” 

			“So the spores were spreading through Grandsville, too,” Sabra concluded. “And since the stink cloud didn’t detonate in a building to contain the smell, it spread for a mile, taking control of all the garbage within its stench.” 

			“I’d bet my buns on it!” Dr. Weizmann cried. “And if these spores originated from our landfill, then we need to put an immediate ban on going out into the trash until we get this figured out.” 

			“But wait—” Landon cut in. “Weren’t these trash attacks happening before I got here?” 

			“Indeed they were,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Which means that you’re not the first one of us to spread this contamination out of the landfill. You’re just the first one we caught on to.” 

			“Are any of the garbology students from Grandsville, Ohio?” Sabra asked. 

			Dr. Weizmann dropped into his office chair, coasting across the smooth floor until he reached his desk and the old computer in the corner. A couple of clicks and he had pulled up the information for the students at the School of Garbage.

			“Nobody’s from Grandsville,” Jade said, reading over his shoulder. 

			“Then how did the Stink Spores spread from our school in North Carolina all the way to Ohio?” Landon asked.

			“How do normal spores travel?” Sabra asked. “Like mushroom spores or mold spores?” 

			“What was the weather like in Stafford this week?” Dr. Weizmann asked. 

			“It rained a little,” Jade said. 

			“Windy?” 

			“Yeah.” 

			Dr. Weizmann snapped his fingers and leapt up. “What if the Stink Spores are riding the wind? They get out of the landfill by catching a ride on one of our shoes. Then they spread from city to city on the wind. They settle onto some trash, detonate into a cloud of stink, and enough trash wakes up to form a Junklet.” 

			“But why?” Sabra asked. “Why is any of this happening?” 

			Dr. Bernard slumped back into his chair. “No idea. But if we know how the Stink Spores are traveling, then we might be able to predict their next move and find out why.” 

			He picked up a telephone on the desk—an old-school kind with a curly cord and big rubbery buttons with numbers on them. 

			“Who are you calling?” Jade asked as he punched in a number. 

			“How are you calling?” said Landon. “Does that thing still work?” 

			“Yes, hello?” Dr. Weizmann said into the old phone. “Could you tell me the weather predictions in and surrounding the Grandsville, Ohio, area?” 

			Landon reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. If Dr. Weizmann wanted to know the weather, there was an easier way. He unlocked the screen and pulled up the weather app. 

			“No service,” Jade said when she saw what he was up to. 

			Landon grunted and tucked his phone away as Dr. Weizmann hung up the old phone. 

			“Storm’s a-coming, kiddos,” he said excitedly. “Weather report predicts scattered thunderstorms moving westward out of Grandsville, starting tomorrow morning.” 

			The garbologist reached across his desk and flipped open a big book with a map of the United States. His finger jabbed down on Grandsville and then dragged west. 

			“So they’re blowing in the breeze,” Jade said. “But how do we know when these Stink Spores will activate?” 

			“They strike at night,” Landon blurted. Everyone looked at him in surprise. “I think there’s something in the Stink Spores that puts people to sleep.” 

			“Explain,” Dr. Weizmann ordered. 

			“Well, Mr. Clarence was out like a light during the attack in the school. Weird, right? And everyone that we talked to in Grandsville said they slept great and didn’t hear a thing during the night. But that seems crazy since the Junklet couldn’t have been very quiet, pulling trash from a mile away.” 

			“Then why didn’t you fall asleep?” Sabra asked. “The Stink Spores don’t affect you?”

			“Right before I saw the Junklet take shape,” Landon said, “I fell down against the classroom door, and I would have fallen asleep.” 

			Landon pointed across the lab to the padded armchair where Squeak, Brenda, and Muse were relaxing. 

			“Squeak saved me,” Landon said. “He breathed energy right into my face, and it was enough for me to fight off the sleepiness from the Stink Spores.” 

			Dr. Weizmann’s face broke into a grin, which gave way to a chuckle. “Haha! Thinking like a garbologist now, Landon Murphy! We’ll assemble the Trash Teams tomorrow and position ourselves to intercept the wind-blown Stink Spores.” 

			“How do we know which town they’ll land in?” Sabra asked. “It’s impossible to track the wind that closely.” 

			“Four teams, four different locations,” Dr. Weizmann said. “And if we know the Stink Spores are coming, we don’t have to leave it up to chance where they’ll land.” 

			“What do you mean?” Landon asked. 

			“You ever been fishing?” Dr. Weizmann asked. “We’ll give those Stink Spores some bait they can’t refuse.”
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			“Don’t let it out of your sight.”

			A gust of wind sent the rain slicing sideways under the protection of the umbrella canopy, dousing Landon, Jade, and Sabra with a cold shock to the face. The nighttime rain was annoying, but the wind was good. It was what would deliver the Stink Spores to them.

			“Two of the bait bags are down,” Jade said. “Whose turn is it?” 

			“I’ll go,” Landon said. It was almost midnight, and he was tired of sitting still. 

			“Put your mask on,” Sabra said as he stood up. 

			“Geez,” Landon muttered. “You’re not the mask police.”

			For this stakeout mission, each of the Trash Teams had been given a new janitorial supply. It was a dust mask—the kind people wore when working with sawdust or other hazardous material. Not a whole lot different from the face masks of COVID times. 

			Landon pulled it over his mouth and nose, feeling the elastic bands dig into the back of his head. Daisy had explained that these magical masks would provide pure breathable air under any condition. Squeak had done his best to breathe energy into Landon the last time the Stink Spores had spread their sleepiness, but the mask would do an even better job. 

			“Come on, Squeak,” Landon said, ducking into the rain. But his Filter stayed put under the umbrella canopy, snuggled up to Jade’s feathered Muse. The fuzzy blue critter’s fur was already matted with rain, and he stared at Landon with big orange puppy-dog eyes. 

			“Seriously?” Landon muttered, turning away alone. 

			He set off toward his task, rain dripping down his forehead and pooling on the seam of his mask. They were staked out on the roof of Sunrise Elementary School in the little town of Pines, Indiana. Grandsville, Ohio, lay fifty miles to the east, and Pines was right in the path of the storm pattern.

			Landon wondered if the other three Trash Teams were having more success. They were spread out in other towns—two to the north and one to the south—hoping to catch the Stink Spores no matter which direction the wind blew them. 

			He reached one of the bait bags of garbage that had fallen back to the school roof. Unclipping a Glopified pushbroom from his belt, Landon thrust the bristles, striking the black plastic sack. Water sprayed as the bag shot up into the dark, stormy sky, trailing a thin rope behind it. In a second, the rope went taut, straining against the knot where it was tied to the school’s roof. Landon glanced up, but the black bag was out of sight in the dark night overhead.

			The “garbage kites” had actually been Jade’s idea. Dr. Weizmann had enthusiastically approved it, and now all four Trash Teams had brought extra smelly trash from the landfill to fly above the schools where they were positioned. 

			It was genius, really. The garbage sacks were flying high above the tallest tree or building, swirling around in the wind, just waiting for the Stink Spores to find them. 

			Landon bent down and cinched the knot tighter. The pushbrooms they’d been given were extremely powerful. This bag would stay afloat for about ten minutes before it needed to be hit again. 

			He shot a glance back at Jade and Sabra under the canopy. Were they eating the snacks without him? Jade’s mask was pulled down under her chin and she was popping a mouthful of Skittles. She’d better save some for him! 

			Landon checked the tension of the ropes on the other six garbage kites as he crossed the roof. One of them was already slack. The bag would be down in a couple of minutes. 

			He reached the last bag, rolling it over with his foot to make sure the knot was still tight. He had just taken aim with his pushbroom when the bag suddenly burst open. Soggy pieces of garbage sailed past Landon’s head as he dropped into a defensive crouch. He tracked the scraps upward, where they swirled out of sight in the storm. 
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			Thunder clapped. Landon squinted at the clouds above him, rain splashing his face. 

			Boom! 

			A stout Junklet dropped from the dark sky, landing in a superhero pose on the rooftop. Lightning flashed overhead, and Landon got a brief glimpse of the trash monster’s head. A half-dead potted plant.

			With one thick hand, the Junklet reached down and ripped the rope, snapping it off just above the knot that tethered it to the roof. 

			Landon quietly dropped onto his side, closing his eyes to a mere squint. Hopefully, Sabra and Jade had also seen the Junklet with enough time to fake being asleep. That was the plan—Dr. Weizmann’s specific instructions. But Landon was afraid that his heavy breathing under his mask would give him away.

			The Junklet rose to its full height, but it kept growing as all the garbage kite bags ripped open. Debris swarmed around it like a tornado, building bigger legs and arms, expanding its torso until it was at least eight feet tall. 

			It turned its broken-pot face skyward and let out a terrifying roar that matched the pealing thunder. The half-dead plant in the pot quivered at the sound, shedding wilted leaves. Then the Junklet sprinted three steps and leapt off the edge of the roof, its long rope trailing behind, like a dog with a leash. 

			Landon was up in a flash, scrambling back to his teammates under the umbrella canopy. Squeak jumped straight into the Servite pouch on Landon’s belt, and Sabra and Jade sat up, eyes wide above their masks. 

			“That thing dropped out of nowhere!” Sabra whispered, Brenda crawling into her Servite pouch as the girl jumped to her feet. 

			“We’ve got ourselves a Junklet,” Jade said, scrambling to her feet as Muse shook rainwater off her colorful feathers. 

			“It’s crossing the street and moving fast,” Sabra shouted, already moving out to the edge of the roof for a better look. “We’ve gotta go or we’re going to lose it.” 

			“Muse,” Jade said. “There’s a nasty garbage Junklet on the loose. Don’t let it out of your sight.” 

			The Scrubbish screeched a reply and took flight into the dark night. In the few seconds it took for Jade and Landon to meet Sabra at the roof’s edge, the Junklet had disappeared from view.

			The three kids unclipped brooms from their belts and angled them in the direction Sabra had seen the Junklet go. They soared downward on a slight angle, gliding through the rain until their feet touched down on the quiet, wet road. 

			Muse circled out of the sky, squawking once and zooming off again. 

			“This way,” Jade said, striking out after her Scrubbish. They continued taking directions like this, running wordlessly side by side. Landon noticed a few loaded trash cans on the street for pickup, but none of the garbage was even rustling. Why wasn’t the Junklet pulling trash from all around the way it had done in Grandsville? 

			“It went around the back of this house,” Jade said, coming to a halt as Muse landed on her outstretched forearm. 

			The neighborhood was still, and the rain was finally letting up. Landon didn’t see a single light on inside the house Jade was pointing at. The three kids took up a hiding spot behind a leafy bush by the driveway, watching silently as the Junklet came in view. 

			The hulking creature moved up to the front door and stopped. Landon saw the rope still trailing behind it through the grass.

			“What’s it waiting for?” Jade whispered. 

			“Shhh!” Sabra hissed.

			The front door swung open. Landon pushed a leaf out of the way to get a better glimpse. That couldn’t be right! A crumpled egg carton appeared to have unlocked and opened the door from inside the house. The Junklet held out its arm, and the egg carton jumped up, becoming part of the creature’s body. 

			Ducking its potted-plant head, the big Junklet silently moved into the house. 

			“We’ve got to stop it,” Landon said, but Sabra caught his arm. 

			“That’s not the mission,” she whispered. “Dr. Weizmann told us only to observe.” 

			“Unless it attacked someone,” Landon reminded her. “Then he said to stop it.”

			“It’s not attacking,” Sabra pointed out. 

			“We actually don’t know what it’s doing in there,” Jade said, ushering Muse into her Servite belt pouch. “We need to get a closer look.”

			Without waiting for Sabra to agree, Landon struck out, moving quietly up the front steps and peering through the open doorway. 

			It was even darker inside than it was under the stormy moonlight. Jade and Sabra were close behind, and Landon silently gestured for them to follow him in. 

			This was a nice, big house, but it wasn’t hard to find out where the Junklet had gone. All they had to do was follow the sopping wet rope that trailed through the entryway, down a carpeted hall, and into a room with glass French doors. 

			The room was a simple home office, with a computer desk, a filing cabinet, and some big paintings on the wall. And there, in the middle of the room, was the Junklet. 

			The three kids stopped outside the door, hiding themselves on either side and peering around to see the big monster carefully reach into the wastebasket. 

			Instead of pulling the trash into its body, it sifted through the garbage like an ordinary person looking for something that had accidentally been thrown away. 

			When the Junklet finally withdrew its hand, it was holding a dented foam cup—the kind you filled with fountain soda from the gas station. 

			The Junklet grunted quietly, examining the cup. With its awkward fingers—which seemed to be made mostly of wilted carrot sticks—the Junklet popped out the dent in the side of the cup. It straightened the crooked plastic straw and then carefully placed the soda cup on the edge of the desk. 

			Stepping back, the Junklet nodded its potted head and grunted in satisfaction. Then it whirled around, staring straight into the faces of three curious kids. 
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			“We’ve gotta get out of here!”

			The Junklet attacked. 

			Landon, Jade, and Sabra scattered down the hallway as the trash monster cut off their path to the front door. 

			“Look for a door to the backyard!” Sabra called, not doing a very good job of keeping her voice down. 

			“In here!” Landon cried, throwing open a door and ducking through. Jade and Sabra followed without questioning until they saw where Landon had led them. 

			“I said backyard,” Sabra hissed, “not bedroom!” 

			There were bunkbeds in here, with two middle-school-aged boys fast asleep. Landon sprinted across the room, stumbling on a pile of clothes left on the floor. He reached another door and yanked it open. 

			“Closet!” he cried. 

			“What did you expect?” Jade said. “A doorway to Narnia?” 

			The Junklet came careening into the bedroom, bits of loose trash chipping off its wide shoulders as it squeezed through the doorway. 

			Jade screamed under her mask, but the sleeping teenagers didn’t even hear. As Landon and Jade continued to retreat across the bedroom, Sabra stepped forward. The girl planted her feet, squared her thin shoulders, and leaned forward aggressively. 

			“She’s gonna trash-talk it,” Jade muttered. 

			“Hey!” Sabra shouted at the Junklet. “You know what I see standing in front of me? A wannabe Thingama­junk! There’s a reason your head’s a potted plant—because your brain is nothing but useless dirt. I’m more afraid of my mother’s cooking than I am of you. And the way you smell makes me think—” 

			The Junklet punched Sabra square in the chest, cutting off her insults and sending her flying across the room. She struck the wall beside Landon and slumped down. 

			“Sabra!” he cried, dropping to her side. Jade sprang forward, tossing a pinch of vacuum dust at the Junklet. Her aim was good, and it suctioned him to the floor in a huge heap. 

			“I’m fine,” Sabra said, checking her coveralls zipper and picking herself up. “But I think it’s safe to say the Junklets aren’t affected by trash-talking.” 

			“We’ve gotta get out of here!” Jade cried. 

			But now the doorway was blocked with an angry, vac-dusted Junklet. The enemy wasn’t disassembled, just stalled. But the pile of trash was too high to jump over. Unless . . . 

			An idea came to Landon, and he leapt onto the bunkbed ladder and scurried up, calling for the girls to follow him. 

			“What are you doing?” Sabra called as Landon crawled over the sleeping teenager in the top bunk. 

			“If we can get to higher ground,” Landon said, rolling the stranger as far as he could against the wall, “we can use our brooms to fly over the Junklet.” 

			Landon unclipped his broom and angled it toward the gap at the top of the doorway. He struck the bristles, launching off the top bunk. The boy skimmed over the pile of Junklet, sailing into the hall and immediately smashing into the wall. 

			He crumpled to the floor but sprang up quickly thanks to his Glopified coveralls. Landon turned just in time to catch Jade as she came soaring into the hallway with much less control than he had. 

			Landon got Jade on her feet and pulled out his own baggie of vacuum dust, flicking a pinch at the Junklet to buy Sabra a little more time. 

			“Let’s go, let’s go,” Landon said, leading his teammates down the hallway. Behind, the Junklet was already rising as the suction waned. 

			“How do we stop it?” Sabra asked. 

			“We don’t,” said Landon, speaking from experience. “When I fought the Junklet at my school, it didn’t follow me outside.” 

			They barreled around a corner on the home stretch to the open front door. 

			“But this one started outside,” Sabra pointed out. “What if it doesn’t stop?” 

			“Then it’ll be a race back to the dumpster at Sunrise Elementary,” Jade said. 

			They were nearly to the front door when it swung shut unexpectedly. Their momentum couldn’t be stopped, and all three kids slammed into the door like in a slapstick comedy. 

			“Who shut that?” Sabra asked as they stumbled away from it. She reached to open the door but drew back her hand as if something had stung her. 

			“Paper cut.” She sucked the side of her finger, wincing.

			An empty toilet-paper roll was perched on the doorknob, somehow managing to look alive and rather sinister. 

			“What the . . .” Jade’s gaze followed back to a string of loose trash leading out of the nearby bathroom. Wrinkled tissues, a used stick of deodorant, an empty bottle of ­hairspray—it was all slithering its way toward them. 

			“Is everything alive?” Jade asked. 

			“Or is the Junklet controlling it all?” Landon added. 

			The garbage monster suddenly careened around the corner, the toilet-paper roll and the rest of the bathroom trash glomming onto its mishmash form. Sabra whirled, but too late. The Junklet pounded into her from the side. 

			The coveralls were probably the only thing that stopped her bones from breaking as she flew across the living room and sprawled across the rug in front of the couch. 

			“Sabra!” Jade shouted. But the girl didn’t get up. Her mask had come loose, slipping down to her chin as she skidded across the rug. Now she was fast asleep. 

			The Junklet might have hit Landon, too, if Jade hadn’t snatched him by the arm and yanked him out of the way just as the monster punched. 

			The two kids scrambled backward. In a dozen frantic steps they were in the kitchen, with the Junklet in hot pursuit. Landon slid around the counter island, pulling Jade down and holding a finger to his mask for silence.

			The crunching footsteps of the Junklet entered the dark kitchen. The creature grunted and huffed, a wild animal hunting for poorly hidden prey. 

			Jade pointed silently to something draped across the kitchen tile. Landon squinted. It was the rope. The same long rope that the Junklet had been trailing since the rooftop. 

			“The rope is tied to a black garbage sack in the middle of its back,” Jade whispered, her masked face pressed right against Landon’s ear. “I think it’s a weak spot.” 

			Landon remembered the training session with Book­worm in the landfill. If they could knock out the weak spot, the whole creature would fall apart. At least for a minute. 

			Landon locked eyes with Jade and nodded silently. Squeak and Muse must have sensed that they were needed, because the little Servites silently emerged from their pouches. Landon was grateful for the puff of extra energy, but what good was Muse, breathing a boost of creativity into Jade’s face at a time like this? 

			Heart pumping and muscles limber, Landon rolled out from behind the kitchen island, grabbing the thin rope in both hands. He pulled with everything he had, and the rope came off the ground, going tight in his hands. The Junklet moaned as the pressure tugged at the black plastic sack wadded in the middle of its back. 

			But the weak spot didn’t crumble. 

			Landon pulled again. And again. He pulled so hard that the rope slid through his hands, burning his palms. Squeak made a defeated squeak-a-squeak-a and ducked back into the boy’s Servite pouch.

			Landon wasn’t strong enough! The Junklet’s body was too tightly packed, and the strength of a twelve-year-old boy just wasn’t enough to break it apart. 

			But having the rope tugged was definitely enough to make the Junklet angrier. 

			The creature roared, shedding more leaves from its plant face. Landon felt his blood run cold, and the wet rope fell from his hands, dropping to the tile.

			“This way!” Jade shouted, suddenly leaping into sight from the other side of the kitchen. Landon didn’t know what she’d been doing over there, but now he followed her in a dead sprint up the stairs. They took them two at a time, the Junklet growling right behind them. 

			Jade kept sprinting straight ahead, the house dark and confusing. Suddenly, the girl stopped, Landon bumping into her. Jade was planting her feet, squaring her shoulders . . . preparing to face off with the Junklet. 

			“What are you doing?” Landon cried, pulling at her to keep running. “We know that thing can’t be trash-talked.” 

			But Jade bravely stood her ground, sweaty pink hair swept back. Landon saw the Junklet reach the top of the stairs. It broke into a barreling sprint, running like a gorilla with its knuckles on the ground, snarling. 

			It was five feet away from the two kids when the Junklet suddenly burst apart. Without any warning, the body ­crumpled into meaningless garbage, and the head fell from its shoulders, the ceramic pot shattering at Jade’s feet. 

			“What . . . what?” Landon stammered

			“Phew,” Jade muttered, reaching down to pat Muse’s head where it poked out of her Servite pouch. “Glad that worked.” 

			“What worked?” Landon asked. 

			“While you were distracting it, I tied off the end of the rope on the railing at the bottom of the stairs,” Jade explained. “I realized that neither of us would be strong enough to pull the weak spot out of its back. So I used its own strength against it.” She stepped over the Junklet’s broken head and started moving carefully through the scattered trash toward the stairs. Landon followed, noticing a few pieces already beginning to stir. This thing wasn’t dead yet. They needed to get Sabra and escape. 

			In the front room, Brenda was bravely standing guard over a sleeping Sabra, but the Shine gladly ducked back into her pouch when she saw Landon and Jade. 

			Landon slipped Sabra’s mask over her mouth and nose, only waiting about three breaths before the girl revived with a gasp. 

			Barely fast enough! 

			Landon could hear the re-formed Junklet coming down the stairs. 

			“Come on,” he whispered, hoisting Sabra to her feet as Jade quietly pulled open the unguarded front door. They sprinted into the front yard and made it only half a block before the streetlights illuminated the irregular figure of the Junklet coming down the sidewalk. 

			Sabra grabbed Landon and Jade, pulling them around the back of a tall van parked along the curb. They panted inside their dust masks, clinging to each other as the Junklet wandered down the street. 

			Its new head was a tangled wad of old garden hose. It looked left and right, obviously searching for the humans who had seen it. The human kids who somehow hadn’t fallen asleep from the smell of the Stink Spores. 

			The Junklet ambled past, bits of its garbage feet getting soggy and sloughing off in the sidewalk puddles. The kids watched it go, too afraid to make a noise, keeping hidden behind the van. 

			Finally, the Junklet veered off the sidewalk, moving up the driveway of a new house. It paused on the porch for a moment until the front door mysteriously unlocked and opened itself from within. Then the lumbering trash monster ducked inside. 

			“No,” Sabra said, as Landon began to move around the side of the van. “We are not going in there.”

			“I don’t want to either. But we’re supposed to observe it,” Landon said. “See what it’s doing.”

			“That thing could’ve killed me,” Sabra whispered angrily. “Studying at the School of Garbage is one thing, but I want to go home at the end of the day.” 

			Landon swallowed hard. Maybe that was the difference between them. He was terrified, yes. And exhausted. But he’d rather fight a garbage monster than go home and hear about how awkward his mom’s wedding was going to be, or wonder if Dad was ever going to get home from work. 

			“We’ve seen enough for one night,” Sabra replied. “We should get back to the School of Garbage.” 

			“No,” Landon said. “Maybe we don’t follow it inside, but we can’t just leave knowing that thing is still wandering an innocent neighborhood.” 

			“I think he’s right,” Jade said to Sabra. “Let’s stay a little while longer. We can hang back where it’s safe.” 

			Sabra folded her arms stubbornly, but she’d been outvoted. “Fine,” she said. “But don’t blame me if we all get trashed.”
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			“Like a gift . . . ”

			Landon followed Jade and Sabra into the Trash Lab at the School of Garbage, yawning despite Squeak’s best attempt to puff out energy. It was almost dawn, and not even a Filter could stave off the fatigue Landon felt from staying up all night, spying on the Junklet that had almost killed them. 

			He tousled his damp hair and shivered. It was a little breezy with no clothes under this fresh pair of coveralls. But Landon understood the new safety protocols. As soon as they had arrived back at the School of Garbage, Daisy Gates had ushered them straight to the locker rooms and the showers. Everything they’d been wearing—even their shoes and socks—were now being washed and inspected to make sure that none of the Stink Spores got inside the School of Garbage.

			Dr. Weizmann looked up from the table of trash he was inspecting, a broad smile forming under his thin mustache. “Ah! Here they are at last!” He shook a finger at them. “You were starting to make us worry.” 

			“Why?” Landon asked. 

			“Well, the other teams returned hours ago,” Dr. Weizmann explained. 

			“They must not have had as much luck as we did,” Jade said. 

			“If by luck you mean near-death experience,” Landon muttered. 

			“We were successful, sir,” Sabra reported proudly. “Our garbage kites attracted the Stink Spores and we gathered some valuable information about the Junklet.” 

			“You’re not the only ones,” Dr. Weizmann said. 

			“We’re not?” Sabra said. 

			“In fact, all four Trash Teams had eyes on a different Junklet tonight,” the garbologist said. “Do you realize what that means? Four different cities across some sixty miles—and the storm carried the Stink Spores to all of you.” He rubbed his forehead, and Landon realized that they weren’t the only ones who’d been up all night. “The problem is worse than we thought.”

			“Is everyone okay?” Jade asked. 

			“Of course,” Dr. Weizmann said. “They followed instructions—observed the Junklet closely, but didn’t engage.” 

			“Yeah . . . ” Landon muttered. “We tried to do that.” 

			Dr. Weizmann’s eyebrows raised, his forehead wrinkling like a crashing wave. “It saw you?”

			Jade laughed nervously. “You could say that.” 

			“What happened?” 

			The three kids took turns recounting the events of the night. Well, Sabra told most of it, with Brenda’s steady breathing on her shoulder seeming to help the girl remember so many details. Landon and Jade took over for the part when Sabra had been asleep, facedown on a stranger’s living room rug. 

			“After the fight,” Sabra said, “we stayed a safe distance away and watched it enter ten other houses.”

			“How did it get inside?” Dr. Weizmann asked. 

			“It went up to each front door and waited,” Jade said. “After a minute, we’d see a loose piece of trash from inside the house unlock the door and open it.” 

			“That’s exactly what the other teams reported.” The garbologist wheeled back in his chair and slapped his knee. “Which confirms my theory. The Stink Spores let off a particular smell that animates any trash that falls under its stench. Genius, really. Homes can’t be airtight, and wherever there is air, there can be odor.” He furrowed his brow. “But if it’s happening like that, it means the Junklets have a power that the Thinga­ma­junks don’t.” 

			“What power?” Landon asked. The only Thingama­junk he had encountered was Bookworm, and that guy seemed far more advanced in his abilities than the psycho Junklets he’d fought. 

			“The Thingamajunks use their heads to form bodies out of the trash,” Dr. Weizmann explained. “But the garbage doesn’t come alive until it becomes part of their figure. If the Junklets are awakening individual scraps of trash inside the houses, then we are up against something we don’t quite understand.” 

			“An empty toilet-paper roll bit me,” Sabra blurted. 

			“I’m sorry, did you just say a toilet-paper roll bit you?” Dr. Weizmann cried, standing up. 

			“Yeah,” Sabra said. “It was guarding the door so we couldn’t get out. Buying time for the Junklet to reach us.” 

			The garbologist buried his face in his hands and sighed heavily. “The trash never ceases to amaze me.” He looked up. “Did you trash-talk it?” 

			“Sabra tried,” Jade said. “She had some really good insults in there, but it didn’t seem to have any affect.” 

			“I don’t think the Junklets are as intelligent as regular Thinga­ma­junks,” Sabra pointed out. 

			“Of course not,” Dr. Weizmann said. “From what it sounds like, they can’t even decide on what to use as a head. It would seem that their sole purpose is to cause trouble.” 

			“Except, this one didn’t,” Landon said. “It didn’t trash the neighborhood like the cul-de-sac in Grandsville. After it entered all the houses on the block, it just wandered down the street until it found an empty garbage can. Climbed inside and shut the lid.” 

			“Curious.” Dr. Weizmann tapped his chin. “The other teams didn’t stay long enough to see how it ended in their towns. They—ya know—did what I asked them to do and came back after they saw their Junklets enter a home. I immediately contacted the local janitors in each area and had them put the neighborhoods on watch. But no one has reported anything unusual.” 

			“If our Junklet invaded eleven homes,” Jade said, “I wonder how many houses the other Junklets entered.” 

			“But why?” Dr. Weizmann said. “What’s their purpose if they didn’t trash any of the neighborhoods?” 

			“They did have a purpose,” Landon said. “Our Junklet went straight to that office room and dug in the waste­basket.” 

			“Trying to build its body?” the garbologist asked. 

			“No,” Jade said. “It seemed like it was looking for something specific.” 

			“A cup,” Sabra said. “It polished up an old foam cup and set it on the edge of the office desk.” 

			“Like a gift . . . ” Landon muttered. “So someone would find it in the morning.” 

			Jade snapped her fingers. “This sounds a lot like little Dean’s yogurt cup. It mysteriously appeared on his pillow. Like a gift!” 

			“And I saw this before,” Landon said, growing excited. “The first Junklet dug a stapler out of the trash and put it on Mrs. Stevens’s desk.” 

			“Great garbage!” Dr. Weizmann exclaimed. “Now we’re getting somewhere!” He ran around one of the long laboratory tables, gesturing excitedly for the kids to follow. “You recognize this?” He pointed at a small pile of trash—a broken plastic hanger, a length of blue yarn, a sliver of wood, a moldy piece of onion, a crumpled receipt, and a bent pair of tweezers. 

			“That’s the weird stuff that Dean gave us,” Jade said. “The stuff that was left behind when his special yogurt cup went missing.” 

			“And this! This!” Dr. Weizmann sprinted to the other end of the table, pointing wildly at another pile of trash. 

			The same six items. 

			The piece of yarn was green this time, and the hanger was made of metal. But the same general items were grouped together on the table. 

			“Where did this come from?” Sabra asked. 

			“Mrs. Stevens’s desk!” Dr. Weizmann cried. “I asked Mr. Clarence to follow up and keep a close eye on the strange events that had transpired at Stafford Elementary. Mrs. Stevens came in the next day to continue cleaning out her classroom. He asked about the stapler that Landon had mentioned, and she said it turned out to be jammed, not broken. So she put it back in her drawer. But the next morning, the stapler was gone, and Mr. Clarence reported that these six items were left in its place.” 

			Landon shook his head. “I don’t understand.” 

			“Neither do I,” Dr. Weizmann said, “but let’s look at the facts. Junklets arrive in the night via Stink Spores and dig an item out of the trash.” 

			“They present the item like a gift and then leave peacefully,” Sabra added. 

			Dr. Weizmann nodded. “The Junklets come back the next night to check on their gift.” 

			Landon thought of the upset man in the cul-de-sac talking about a pizza box. “If the gift is thrown back into the garbage can, then the Junklets trash the house.” 

			“But if not,” said Jade, “if somebody finds a use for the gift—like Dean turning the yogurt cup into a rock collection—then their house doesn’t get trashed.” 

			“Instead, the gift gets taken,” Dr. Weizmann pointed out. “And left in its place . . . ” He gestured to the six items on the table in front of him. 

			Onion, wood, hanger, tweezers, yarn, receipt. 

			Landon scratched his damp hair. “I still don’t understand.” 

			Dr. Weizmann shook his head. “We don’t have to understand. Not yet. We don’t have all the clues. But we finally understand enough to know what we should be looking for.” He clapped his hands together. “No school tomorrow.” 

			“What?” the three kids said in unison. 

			“Well, it’s Saturday,” Dr. Weizmann explained. “But I’m going to ask a special favor of the Trash Teams. I want each of you to return to the neighborhoods where you last saw the Junklets. Go door-to-door and ask people if any strange pieces of trash turned up in the night and what they did with them. I want you to gather all the gifts left by the Junklets and bring them back to the trash lab for examination.” 

			Landon found himself nodding. The idea of knocking on so many strangers’ doors didn’t excite him, but Sabra would probably do all the talking. And this would be so much better than sitting at “home” trying to avoid talking to his parents. 

			“Now,” Dr. Weizmann said, “go home and get some sleep. Tomorrow, we solve a mystery.”
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			“It has to be a message of some kind.”

			Landon swung down from the dumpster portal, landing on the concrete pad outside the School of Garbage. It was crazy how accustomed he’d become to dumpster diving. Something that had been so strange and magical was now happening more than once a day. 

			They’d gone from Stafford to the landfill. Then from the landfill to Pines, Indiana, where they’d met the Junklet. And now back to the landfill as the sun was almost setting.

			“I’m sure we’re the last ones back again,” Sabra said to Daisy. Based on the anxious expression on the teacher’s face, Sabra was right.

			“We didn’t exactly get an early start,” Landon pointed out. He and Jade had waited almost two hours for Sabra to show up at the landfill before setting out for Pines that afternoon. 

			“Well, that’s what happens when you stay awake all night spying on garbage,” Sabra said. Brenda nodded in agreement. 

			It was true. Landon himself hadn’t cracked his eyes open until after noon. It had been an overnight at Dad’s, which meant he’d had the place to himself when he woke up. After sending a quick text to Mom that he was spending the day with Jade, Landon had ridden his bike to Stafford Elementary and jumped through the dumpster portal.

			“Dr. Weizmann is waiting in the Trash Lab,” Daisy said, striking out toward the school. She looked tired and wasn’t nearly as chatty as usual. 

			Landon glanced at Jade, who carried their black garbage sack slung over her shoulder like a Christmas elf. 

			The School of Garbage was eerily quiet. It being a Saturday evening, most of the students hadn’t even come in today. And the other three Trash Teams had already made their reports and gone home. 

			They found Dr. Weizmann hunched over a microscope, studying a shriveled apple core. He glanced up when they came in, and Landon wondered if the strange garbologist had even left the trash lab since they’d talked to him last night. 

			“Ah, Team Tardy has arrived at last!” Dr. Weizmann announced. 

			“We would have been here sooner but—” Sabra began, but the garbologist cut her off with a long, dramatic sniff. 

			“You were having pancakes, by the smell of it,” he said. 

			Sabra and Jade both looked at Landon. He shrugged innocently. “We knocked on the door of a little old lady’s house. She wanted to make us pancakes, and I was starving.” 

			“A wise choice,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Never attempt the delicate art of garbology on an empty stomach.” He leaned back, stretching, and Landon thought he heard the man’s own stomach grumble with hunger. 

			“What did you find?” Daisy finally asked the kids. 

			Jade stepped forward, swinging her garbage sack down and opening it up. “We were able to contact nine of the eleven houses that the Junklet had visited in Pines. Six of them reported that something seemed out of place. The other three said they didn’t notice anything unusual.” 

			“Two of those houses were naturally so messy, I wouldn’t be surprised if an entire dumpster showed up in the living room and nobody noticed,” Sabra pointed out. 

			“And the third house was the one we’d visited,” Landon explained. “Even though they didn’t notice anything out of place, we’d seen the Junklet place the soda cup as a gift. We told the family that we were doing a summer program for the BEM, making garbage collections for the city. They let us take the trash from that office. Looks like whoever found the cup on the desk this morning threw it back into the wastebasket.” 

			Jade pulled out the cup Landon was talking about and set it on the edge of the stainless steel table. “Same with these items,” Jade said, reaching back into the bag. “This is all stuff that people said strangely turned up in the night. They didn’t want it, so they threw it away again this morning.” 

			Jade pulled out a spent stick of deodorant, an empty bottle of glue, a plastic spoon, a black sock with a hole in the toe, and a sticky stack of broken eggshells. 

			“There was one more item,” Jade said, pulling out a block of white packing foam. “The Junklet left this thing on the nightstand of a teenage kid. The kid said he wanted to keep it because he’s working on a cosplay costume and thought he might be able to carve the foam and paint it to look like part of his outfit. But he let us take it because we told him we were on official BEM business.” 

			Dr. Weizmann exchanged a glance with Daisy, and the two of them shared a gesture that was half sigh and half shrug. 

			“It doesn’t make any sense,” Daisy said, taking the foam block from Jade’s hand. “There’s no rhyme or reason. This makes thirty-six pieces of trash brought back by the Trash Teams. Thirty-six pieces left in random homes as gifts from the Junklets. No two pieces are the same.” 

			“Maybe that tells us something,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Take the broken eggshells that your team recovered. Out of the thirty-six homes visited by our Trash Teams, it seems highly probable that several houses would have broken eggshells in the trash. Yet only one Junklet offered them as a gift. That kind of behavior seems efficient. They’re all doing something different, but perhaps they’re aware of what the others are doing.” 

			“You think the Junklets are working together?” Sabra asked. “Are they smart enough for that?” 

			“They would have to be coordinating their attacks and their gifts over the space of many miles,” Jade said. 

			“Or they’re just following instructions,” Landon said. 

			Everyone looked at him as if he’d said something profound. He felt his cheeks go red from the attention. “I just mean . . . what if they’ve got, like, a master list of items to gather. Maybe they’re just taking assignments.” 

			“From who?” Sabra asked. 

			Daisy looked at Dr. Weizmann. “The Locksmith?” 

			In reply, the garbologist gave her a stern look and shook his head to shut her down. “We really need to figure out why.” 

			“Wait,” Landon said. “Who’s the Locksmith?” 

			“Why?” Dr. Weizmann continued, ignoring him. “Take the little town of Pines that you just came from. If the three of you hadn’t collected these items, then the Junklets would return tonight. If we are right, then ten of the houses would get completely trashed. The eleventh house would be spared, but that teenage kid would wake up to find his new block of foam replaced by six specific pieces of trash. Why? Why?” 

			“And where would the block of foam go?” Sabra asked. “What happened to Dean’s yogurt cup and Mrs. Stevens’s stapler?” 

			“That’s a good question,” Daisy said. “I sent Bookworm to sift through all the trash from the Grandsville cul-de-sac. There wasn’t a single yogurt cup to be found in that mess.”

			“So,” Dr. Weizmann cut in, “no one in Grandsville eats yogurt besides Dean’s family? Or did the Junklets take every yogurt cup in the neighborhood for some reason?” 

			“Does that mean the Junklets would take every piece of foam they could get their hands on tonight?” Daisy said, arranging the block of foam next to a few other things. “And where do they take them?”

			“What are those things?” Landon asked, taking a step closer to see what was on the table where Daisy stood. 

			“These are the two other items that the Trash Teams recovered that were not thrown back into the trash after the Junklet presented them as gifts in the night,” Daisy said. “Carefully inspected and suspiciously free of Stink Spores.” 

			“Which means that the Junklets must have carried these items instead of making them part of their bodies,” Dr. Weizmann explained. 

			Daisy picked up a rubber spatula with a slightly melted end. 

			“Ezekiel said this was placed on the kitchen table of a woman who swore she had thrown it away the day before,” Daisy explained. “When she gave it a second glance, she decided it wasn’t damaged as badly as she’d first thought. So she put it back in the drawer. When Ezekiel’s team asked if they could take it for a summer project, she said that was fine.”

			Daisy picked up the final item: a rusty padlock used for securing a chain or locking a gate. The U-shaped top of the lock was clicked tightly shut. 

			“Mary’s team picked this up from an elderly man who said he’d thrown the lock in the trash a few days back because he never could find the key for it. Then, during the night, the lock showed up on his garage workbench. When he saw it again, he thought of one more place to look for the key, so he set the padlock aside instead of throwing it away again.” 

			“A block of foam, a melted spatula, and a rusty lock,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Come tomorrow morning, we assume that all three of those things would be replaced by this odd assortment.” 

			Landon turned to see the garbologist holding two school-lunch trays. Displayed on one were the six items they’d collected from Dean; on the other were the six pieces from Mrs. Stevens’s desk. 

			“This is not a coincidence,” Daisy said, crossing to study the trays. “It has to be a message of some kind.”

			“Again,” Sabra said, “I just don’t know if the Junklets are really that smart.” 

			“Bookworm certainly is,” Daisy said. “He communicates through letters and symbols that he finds in the trash. Sometimes it’s not always clear to me at first, but I can usually figure it out.” 

			“But this piece of wood doesn’t have a single letter on it,” Jade said. “And neither does the wilted onion.” 

			“I’ve studied the receipts,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Searched for a pattern or a clue. If that’s the message, it’s over my head.” 

			“What if it’s not a written letter, but the item itself,” Daisy said. “Like, this one is plastic and this one is metal, but they’re both hangers.” 

			“Okay,” Jade said. “So . . . hanger, tweezers, yarn, onion, receipt, wood.” 

			“Try putting them in alphabetical order,” Sabra said. “H—hanger. O—onion. R—receipt. T—tweezers. W—wood. Y—yarn.” 

			“Hortwy,” Dr. Weizmann suddenly muttered. 

			“Bless you,” Daisy said. “Oh, wait—you were sounding it out.” 

			“H, O, R, T, W, Y,” said the garbologist. “Hortwy is obviously not a thing. So let’s try to use the letters to make a word.” 

			“Throw,” Daisy said. “But it doesn’t use the Y.” 

			“Wroth,” Jade said. 

			“That’s not a real word, is it?” Landon said. 

			“It means getting angry,” Jade explained. “Anyway, it doesn’t use the Y.”

			They all stared in thought for a long moment. Landon’s brain gave up quickly. Unscrambling letters wasn’t really his type of game.

			“Worthy,” Sabra suddenly whispered, breaking the silence. 

			“That actually makes sense,” Dr. Weizmann said. “The Junklets present a gift from the trash. If someone decides to keep it instead of throwing it away, then the garbage is worthy, and the Junklets return the next night to take it.” 

			“Worthy of what?” Daisy asked. 

			“Well, take a look at the word’s meaning,” Dr. Weizmann said. “If you’re hungry, you have hunger. If you’re angry, you have anger.” 

			“If you’re happy, you have hap,” Jade said. Everyone looked at her, confused. “Happer?” She shrugged. “Okay, so that one doesn’t work.” 

			“The point is,” Dr. Weizmann continued, “if something is worthy, it means it has worth. And isn’t that exactly the stuff that the Junklets are taking? Stuff that was presented to people for a second look, and that they decided had enough worth not to throw back in the trash?”

			“You really think those heaps of trash are out searching for garbage with worth?” Sabra asked, crossing to pick up the block of white foam. “It all seems very sophisticated for the trash to be thinking like this.” 

			“Pigeons aren’t very intelligent,” Dr. Weizmann said, “and yet they can carry complex messages over great distances.” 

			“But only if someone smarter attaches the message to their foot,” Sabra pointed out.

			“Exactly,” Dr. Weizmann said, looking at Landon. “Just like Landon said, what if the Junklets are just following orders even if they don’t fully understand them?”

			Landon felt a little puff of pride that Dr. Weizmann was looping back to his theory. 

			“Then who are they working for?” Sabra asked. “And what use do Junklets have for worthy garbage?” 

			The table behind Sabra exploded. 

			It happened so suddenly that Landon didn’t even have time to flinch. The garbage on the table pulled itself together, forming a body, yanking the block of foam from Sabra’s hand as she fell forward in fright. 

			Landon’s breath caught in his throat, Squeak ducked deeper into the boy’s coveralls pocket. Then Landon saw the Thingama­junk’s head and realized who it was. 

			“Bookworm!” Daisy scolded. “What have I told you about popping up unexpectedly like that? You scared—” 

			But Bookworm didn’t wait to hear what Daisy Gates was saying. The Thingama­junk leapt down from the table. In two massive strides it crossed the lab, drawing a spray bottle from somewhere within its own body. 

			Landon saw a bright green liquid sloshing in the bottle as the Thingama­junk’s bulky arm extended. He leveled the bottle in Dr. Weizmann’s face and pulled the trigger. 

			In a mist of green spray, the professor went down, his body going instantly limp. Bookworm caught him before he hit the floor, flinging the garbologist over his broad shoulder. 

			“Bookworm!” Daisy shrieked, but the Thingama­junk was on the move. He bounded past Daisy and the three kids, skidding out the doorway into the hall, moving with such speed that a scrap of paper dislodged from his garbage body and fluttered to the floor. 

			Daisy moved in pursuit, but she was no match for a Thingama­junk moving at a full sprint. By the time Landon stumbled into the hallway, Bookworm was nearly to the school’s back doors that led into the landfill. 

			“Target!” Daisy cried, pulling her old Shine out of the big pocket on her hooded sweatshirt. She held her Servite up, staring into the creature’s droopy eyes. “You’re not gonna like this, Targ, but I need you to follow Bookworm.”

			Target flicked an indignant tongue at Daisy, as if she had asked something outrageous. 

			“You’ve got his scent,” Daisy continued, “and you move through the landfill a heck of a lot faster than I do.”

			The Shine seemed to sigh heavily. Then its tongue flicked back to lick Daisy’s hand affectionately. Daisy kissed Target swiftly on the nose and set the Servite on the floor. 

			Landon realized he’d never seen Target actually walk, but the old Shine took off like a streak of silver, claws clicking on the hard floor as it scuttled after Bookworm and Dr. Weizmann.

			“Why did Bookworm do that?” Sabra asked. 

			“Guys?” Jade’s voice caused them all to turn. She was holding a scrap of paper in both hands—the same one that had fallen from Bookworm’s body. Slowly, Jade turned it around so they could see what was drawn on the other side. 

			It was a crude sketch of an old key. 

			“Where did you get that?” Daisy snapped, grabbing the paper from Jade’s hand. 

			“Bookworm dropped it,” Jade said. 

			“No,” Daisy muttered. “No, no, no.” 

			“That’s just like the graffiti we saw in the boot,” Landon pointed out. 

			“You’ve seen this symbol before?” Daisy asked. 

			Landon nodded. “During that team-building exercise in the giant boot. That key was drawn on the wall.” 

			“What does it mean?” Sabra asked. 

			“We don’t know,” Daisy said. “But the Thinga­ma­junks have started drawing it all over the landfill.” 

			“They like art?” Jade asked. 

			“Never before,” answered Daisy. “It just started a few months ago. Around the same time as the Stink Spores and the Junklets.” 

			“You think they’re connected?” Landon asked. 

			“I don’t think they thought of this symbol on their own,” Daisy said. “I think someone is telling them to draw it.” 

			“Who?” Sabra asked. 

			“The Locksmith,” Landon whispered, remembering the name from earlier. “Who is he?” 

			Daisy shrugged. “That’s just what we’re calling him. As far as we can tell, the Thinga­ma­junks are drawing this key as a new way of communicating with each other. Bookworm’s been trying to get to the bottom of it, but . . . ” She glanced down at the scrap of paper in her hands. 

			A deafening ring split the hallway, sirens blaring through the school. Lights flashed in the darkening building, reminding Landon of the fire drills at Stafford Elementary. 

			“What’s that?” Jade shouted. 

			“Security breach,” Daisy muttered, parts of her words getting swallowed up in the blasting siren. She crumpled the scrap of paper in her hand. “The School of Garbage is under attack.” 
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			“This is breach protocol.”

			This way,” Daisy cried, leading Landon, Jade, and Sabra back into the Trash Lab. Bookworm’s disruption had left the room a disaster. Garbage that had been carefully sorted and organized for close study was now strewn across the lab. A couple of expensive-looking microscopes had tipped over, and the table that Bookworm had appeared on was toppled. 

			Daisy ignored all of this, leading them to a closet door on the far side of the lab. When she yanked it open, Landon saw half a dozen janitorial belts hanging from the wall. Tons of other cleaning supplies lined both sides of the walk-in closet—brooms, plungers, and all the Glopified items that Landon had been trained with. But there were so many other things, too. Trash cans, chalkboard erasers, air freshener, toilet brushes, and on and on. The supplies were carefully displayed on shelves and racks. 

			This wasn’t a closet, Landon realized. It was an armory. 

			Daisy pointed to the belts. “Strap in,” she ordered, pulling one down for herself. Luckily, all of them were already wearing their protective coveralls. 

			“Load up with the stuff you know.” Daisy tossed a pushbroom to Landon and he clipped it into his belt. In a moment, he had gone down the row, stocking his belt with the standard items they had trained with. 

			“Listen closely,” Daisy said, light from the alarm flashing red and white across her stern face. “The only thing that would set off that siren is a Thingama­junk breaching school grounds.” 

			“Bookworm?” Sabra asked hopefully. 

			Daisy shook her head. “He doesn’t trip the security system. We have to expect the worst out there. By now, every hallway could be crawling with wild Thinga­ma­junks. We’re going to run out of here and we’re not going to stop running until we reach the dumpsters, okay?” 

			Landon nodded, but Jade was shaking her head. “What about Dr. Weizmann?” 

			Daisy grimaced. “I’ve got Target on it. My top priority is getting the three of you home safely.” She reached up and pulled a dustpan off the wall. As she twisted the handle, the metal suddenly clicked out into a circular shield. Then she reached into a plastic pencil basket on the nearest shelf and pulled down a small collapsible razor blade. 

			“Cut them down,” Daisy pushed up the button on the razor blade and it extended into a full-length sword. “And show no mercy.”

			With that epic pep talk, Daisy Gates burst out of the supply closet and took off across the lab. 

			Quickly, Landon reached into the plastic basket and grabbed another razor blade for himself. 

			“Murphy!” Sabra scolded. “We haven’t been trained on that.” 

			“We also can’t ‘cut them down and show no mercy’ without something that cuts,” he pointed out, flicking the button. He felt a jolt, and the little box cutter became a sword in his hand. Landon gave it an experimental swing, finding it well balanced and surprisingly lightweight. 

			Squeak squeaked his approval of the Servite pouch on the new belt, and then they were barreling across the lab to catch up to Daisy Gates. 

			Landon skidded into the hallway, Jade and Sabra at his heels. Daisy was twenty feet ahead, screaming at a Thingama­junk that had reared up on its hind legs, towering to the ceiling. 

			Landon felt a twist of fear in his stomach. This was the first Thingama­junk he’d seen besides Bookworm. In the flashing lights, Landon saw that its head was made of a rusty frying pan, set with the flat side outward, a moldy towel fused to the edge of the pan, spilling back like a wedding veil.

			There was something different about this creature. Different from the Junklets. The Thingama­junk in the hallway looked sturdier, faster, and capable of far more harm than the basic Junklets. 

			“ . . . I wouldn’t use that towel on your head to dry off my cat’s barf . . . ” Daisy was shouting, veins bulging on her neck as she trash-talked the Thingama­junk. But the steady pulse of the siren made it so Landon caught only portions of her insults. 

			Whatever she was saying seemed to be working just enough to cause the Thingama­junk a moment of hesitation. Daisy took advantage of the uncertainty, swinging her dustpan shield to strike it in the stomach. The attack partially collapsed a cardboard box, causing the Thingama­junk to double over. When it did, Daisy’s razor blade was already in motion, severing the creature’s frying-pan head with one deft slice. 

			The Thingama­junk collapsed into a heap of trash, but Daisy was backpedaling toward Landon and the others. 

			“Too many that way,” she muttered, leading them down the hall in the opposite direction. 

			Landon ran behind her, heart pounding, mind racing. Jade and Sabra looked as frightened as he felt, with each flash of the security alarm taking them a step closer to the exit. 

			Daisy skidded to a halt at an intersection in the hallway, motioning for the others to stay behind her. Peering around the corner, she drew back, holding up two fingers and pointing the final distance to the exit. She dropped her voice to a whisper that could only be heard between blasts of the alarm. 

			“You two take the one on the right.” Daisy pointed to Sabra and Jade. Then she looked at Landon. “You’re with me. Ready?”

			With a nod from everyone, the team leapt around the corner. The two Thinga­ma­junks were closer than Landon had expected and were onto them in a handful of steps. 

			The Thingama­junk in front of Landon had a head made of a deflated basketball with a wig of corn husks. It snarled, and Landon swung his razor blade like a baseball bat. He cut through the Thingama­junk’s side too easily and his momentum spun him around, totally out of control. Something hit him in the back and he sprawled facedown on the hallway floor, his weapon flying from his hand and clattering against the wall. 

			With a bellow, the Thingama­junk reared up to pummel him. Daisy blocked its heavy fists with her dustpan shield, but the protective stance over Landon opened her right side to a solid kick from their enemy. 

			Daisy grunted, flying across the hall and slamming into the other Thingama­junk, which was fighting Jade and Sabra. 

			Daisy’s distraction had bought Landon enough time to scuttle across the floor and snatch his razor blade. He whirled around, raising his weapon as the Thingama­junk pounced. It impaled itself right through a cardboard box in its middle. But it didn’t go down. 

			The Thingama­junk leapt back, and Landon held on to his tightly lodged blade. The movement pulled him abruptly to his feet, tugging to get his weapon back. 

			From the corner of his eye, he saw the girls finish off the second Thingama­junk, reducing it to a pile of rubble. But instead of coming to help, Daisy turned to the door leading outside. 

			“They’re going for the dumpsters!” she cried, panic running through her voice. “Help Murphy!” Then she threw her shoulder against the door and charged into the warm night.

			The Thingama­junk twisted sharply to the side, the impaled box dislodging from its torso. 

			Landon went stumbling backward, razor blade sword still in hand, with the cardboard box stuck on the end. 

			Sabra hit the Thingama­junk from behind with a flick of vac dust. It dropped to its knees, straining against the downward suction as Jade thrust a pushbroom at the back of its head. 

			The Thingama­junk ripped in half. Its legs fell apart, individual scraps of trash suctioned to the floor. But its top half landed in front of Landon and was pulling itself by its arms, growling and snarling through its deflated basketball head.

			Landon sidestepped the grasping arms and swung his razor blade, lopping the ball and cornhusk head off its body. Before the creature could even think about reassembling, Landon stepped forward and kicked the flattened basketball as hard as he could down the hallway. 

			Squeak poked his head out of his Servite pouch and chirped in a way that seemed to say “good riddance!”

			“What’s she doing?” Sabra said, staring out the open door toward the dumpster portals. 

			Landon and Jade joined her, breathing heavily from the fight. Sabra was pointing at Daisy Gates, who was a whirlwind of movement, ducking and weaving through a host of angry Thinga­ma­junks that swarmed the concrete pad. She wasn’t fighting them, Landon realized. She was racing them. Racing them to the dumpster portals. 

			Daisy’s dustpan shield was blocking enemy attacks, but she had a new Glopified weapon in her right hand. Squinting through the flashes of the alarm, Landon saw that it was a bright yellow flyswatter. 

			A Thingama­junk leapt for her, and Daisy dropped to her knees, sliding under its grasp on her reinforced coveralls. She sprang to her feet, slapping the flyswatter against the side of the first dumpster. 

			Clang! 

			The dumpster seemed to implode, its plastic lid breaking to bits and the metal sides folding inward like tinfoil. The flyswatter sent the ruined dumpster soaring across the concrete pad, tumbling through three incoming Thinga­ma­junks and breaking them apart. 

			Daisy ran to the next dumpster, bringing the flyswatter around. 

			Clang! 

			The sound was like an exploding bomb, deeper and louder than the obnoxious alarm. This second dumpster crumpled under the Glopified swatter, skittering away into the night like scrap metal. 

			She approached the third dumpster in the line, and Landon gasped. That was his. That was the one that led back to Stafford! 

			Clang! 

			The dumpster folded inward, ruined. 

			“We’ve got to stop her,” Landon said, pushing out the door and replacing his razor blade with a broom from his belt. If he set the angle just right and didn’t tap the bristles too hard, he might be able to glide right over the swarm of Thinga­ma­junks covering the pad. 

			Clang! Daisy destroyed another dumpster as Landon took flight. The Thinga­ma­junks didn’t seem to notice him as he skimmed over their heads. Daisy continued her path of destruction, wrecking every dumpster in the line with swift precision. 

			Landon’s flight wasn’t quite right, and he came down too soon, crash-landing right into the back of a Thingama­junk with a head made from a ski boot and a broken pipe. 

			His broom twisted out of his grasp, and a black garbage sack folded over his face, smothering him in rotten stench. Landon grappled frantically, pulling at the trash bag with his bare hands. 

			A deafening boom sounded right next to his ear, and the Thingama­junk blew apart as if it had been struck by a bus. 

			Landon dropped heavily to the concrete, but Daisy Gates snatched him up. Her shield was lost, but the fly­swatter hummed with powerful magic. 

			Clang! 

			Daisy took out another dumpster directly behind her. The last one? Landon thought in a panic. But he saw one more as he rose to his feet—a smaller gray dumpster at the end of the line that he had never noticed before. 

			“Get in!” Daisy shouted at him, flipping open the lid. 

			“What are you doing?” Landon cried. Jade and Sabra suddenly appeared through the chaos, brooms in hand. 

			“You have to get out of here!” Daisy insisted, knocking back another Thingama­junk. Jade and Sabra obediently moved toward the small dumpster, but Landon just stood there. 

			“What about you?” he asked. 

			“Bernard is out there,” she said, looking off toward the landfill. “I’ve got to find him.” 

			A Thingama­junk leapt at Jade and Sabra, but the two kids dropped into the open dumpster, vanishing through the portal. The trash creature let out an angry howl, bowling into the metal bin with a sturdy shoulder made of bricks. The dumpster teetered for a second and then fell onto its side, trash spilling out from the open lid. 

			Daisy intercepted the Thingama­junk before it could make another move, smashing into its side with a pushbroom and sending it flying into the night. 

			“Hurry!” she yelled at Landon. Squeak let out a wheeze of energizing breath from the safety of his pouch. Landon gritted his teeth, drawing the razor blade from his belt once more. 

			“Too many of them,” he said. “I can help you.” 

			Daisy stepped over to him, unclipping a small item from her own belt and shoving it into one of his belt pouches. “Not today. This is breach protocol. Get the students to safety. Seal the exits.” 
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			A Thingamajunk jumped toward them. Landon swung and missed, but Daisy knocked it aside with her pushbroom. 

			“I need you out of here, Murphy!” Daisy twirled the pushbroom around and struck Landon right in the chest. His feet left the ground as he soared sideways across the concrete pad directly into the opening of the toppled dumpster. 

			Sacks of smelly garbage closed over him and he kept falling, falling. In the distance, he heard a terrible sound sealing off his way back. 

			Clang! 
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			“Who is this?”

			Landon shot out of a new dumpster with the same velocity that Daisy had sent him in. He blasted into the air, feeling disoriented and wildly out of control. Then he hit the ground, his magic coveralls the only thing preventing broken bones. 

			He groaned, rolling onto his back and staring up at the dark sky. He was in a parking lot. That much was obvious from the warm, cracked asphalt. The parking lot of a school, Landon realized as he sat up slowly. 

			The air was dry and cool. Big trees loomed like shadows around the parking lot’s perimeter. Jade and Sabra were standing at the dumpster he had just exited, talking in quiet, anxious tones. 

			Where were they? 

			“You good, Squeak?” Landon checked. His Filter squeaked a cheerful response from inside the safety of his pouch. 

			Landon reached for his phone, but his pocket was empty. Of course . . . he had left it in his locker at the School of Garbage. That meant no GPS map, no emergency phone calls or texts. 

			At the dumpster, Jade was boosting Sabra. She teetered at the rim for a moment and then plunged into the open dumpster. They were going back to help Daisy! 

			Landon scrambled to his feet, but before he could even reach the dumpster, Sabra’s head popped up over the rim, some loose grass clippings in her black hair. 

			“Shut the lid and let’s try it again,” Sabra said, swinging down from the dumpster. 

			Jade grabbed the big plastic lid, ready to flip it over, but Landon caught her arm. “It’s not going to work,” he said. 

			The girls stared at him, their faces showing that they knew this too but weren’t ready to accept it. 

			“Daisy didn’t want us to be able to get back,” Landon stated. 

			“But why hasn’t she come through yet?” Sabra cried. “What if something happened—” 

			“She sacrificed herself so we could get away,” Landon cut her off. “And she smashed the dumpster behind us so the Thinga­ma­junks couldn’t follow.”

			Jade put a hand to her forehead. “Why did this happen?” 

			“Well, they built their school on a magical landfill full of angry living garbage monsters,” Landon pointed out. “I feel like this was bound to happen eventually.” 

			“But why now?” Jade asked. 

			“The same night Bookworm turns on us . . . ” Sabra said. 

			“No,” Jade said. “There’s no way.” 

			“You saw what happened,” Sabra said. “He knocked out Dr. Weizmann and took off without any explanation.”

			“He sort of did drop an explanation,” Landon said. “That paper with the key scribbled on it? I don’t really know this Bookworm guy, but it seems like he’s doing what all the wild Thinga­ma­junks are doing now.” Landon shrugged, as if the evidence was incriminating. “Drawing pictures for the Locksmith.” 

			“We don’t even know what that means,” Jade snapped. “Maybe Bookworm was trying to protect Dr. Weizmann. Maybe he knew the other Thinga­ma­junks were coming.”

			Sabra cocked her head doubtfully. “Bookworm and Daisy go waaaay back. You’ve heard her stories. He’s hugely protective of her. Why would Bookworm step right past Daisy to protect Dr. Weizmann?” 

			“I have to agree with Sabra,” Landon said. “It didn’t look good. I mean, if he knew the other Thinga­ma­junks were coming to attack, a friend would stand his ground and fight with us. Instead, he knocked out our MVP and left us to fend for ourselves with no warning.”

			“Well, what are we supposed to do now?” Jade asked, storming away from the broken dumpster portal. “Daisy launched us into the middle of who-knows-where, without a single clue of how to get back and help her.” 

			“Wait a minute,” Landon said, suddenly remembering Daisy’s final words to him. “That may not be true.” He dug into the pouch on his tool belt, pulling out the item Daisy had frantically shoved in there. 

			“What’s this?” he asked, holding it up for the others to examine. 

			“That’s a Glopified walkie-talkie,” Sabra said, snatching it from his outstretched hand. 

			“Cool,” Landon said. “What makes it magical?”

			“It has unlimited range,” Jade said, “so you can talk to anyone else who has a walkie-talkie on your channel.” 

			“Sooooo . . . ” Landon said. “Like a cell phone?” 

			The girls both stared at him as if he’d said something blasphemous. “No,” Jade finally said. “Not like a cell phone.” 

			“How is it different?” he pressed. “Can you text on it? Does it have maps and games?” 

			“Of course not,” Sabra snapped. 

			“Then it’s worse than a phone,” Landon pointed out. 

			“It has unlimited battery,” Sabra said, like that was a big selling feature. 

			“Oh, good,” Landon replied sarcastically. “We’ll never run out of the chance to talk to other people we don’t know . . . ”

			“That’s how it’s different,” Jade said, grabbing the radio from Sabra. “We don’t know who is going to pick up our signal.” She checked the knob at the top to see which channel it was on.

			“And that’s a good thing?” Landon said. 

			“Think about it,” Jade said. “If Daisy shoved a cell phone in your belt pouch, who would you call?” 

			Landon thought about her question. Trying to explain all this to his mom or dad seemed impossible. They hadn’t even listened to him when he’d told them that a squirrel had gotten in his closet last summer. A story of being attacked by walking garbage would sound like a ridiculous cry for attention. The police wouldn’t buy it either. But if Landon did have his phone, he could think of one helpful contact. 

			“I would text Mr. Clarence.” 

			“He’s all the way in Stafford,” Jade said. “And we’re . . . well, I don’t know where we are.” 

			“I do,” Sabra said. She had moved a few feet toward the school and was pointing at some illuminated words hanging on the side of the building. “Welcher Elementary School.” 

			“Where the heck is Welcher?” Landon cried. “Sounds like grape juice.”

			“California, or somewhere,” Jade said. “I’ve heard of it.” 

			“We’re in Idaho,” Sabra corrected her. “You’ve heard of Welcher because this is Daisy’s hometown.”

			“Why would Daisy send us here?” Jade asked. 

			“The Battle for Welcher,” Sabra continued. “You remember that history lesson?” 

			“I sure don’t,” Landon muttered. He’d barely even heard of Idaho, let alone this podunk town. 

			“Back when the BEM was corrupt,” Sabra said, “the good janitors transported this entire school to the landfill for a big battle against the evil Founding Witches.” She was staring at the building in awe, like it was a historic monument. “For a little while, this school contained the source of all Glop. That’s how Daisy, and Spencer Zumbro, and Dezmond Riley got to the Toxite nests so they could change them into Servites.” 

			“So, there’s some kind of major portal in this school?” Landon asked. 

			“Not anymore,” Sabra explained. “It’s been closed for over a decade.” 

			“But there might still be somebody around here who could help us.” Jade raised the walkie-talkie. Landon and Sabra gathered a little closer as she pushed the button and spoke. 

			“Hello? Can anybody hear me? We’re in Welcher, Idaho, just outside the elementary school. We need help.” 

			Jade let off the button, and the three kids huddled in silence for a moment. 

			“Is it supposed to ring?” Landon finally whispered. 

			Then a voice replied through the radio, a little fuzzy, but easy to understand. 

			“Whoa, Daisy Gates! It’s been forever! Why does your voice sound so different?” 

			“Hello?” Jade cried, slamming down the button. “This isn’t Daisy Gates. But she sent us here through a dumpster. My name is Jade Shu. The School of Garbage is in trouble. Can you help us?” 

			“Relax, my dudes,” the fuzzy voice replied. “I’ve got your backs. We’re gonna be just fine.”

			“So, you’ll help us?” Jade cried with relief.

			Sabra grabbed the walkie-talkie from her hand and pressed the button. “Who is this?” 

			The radio clicked on. “You can call me Uncle Dez.” 
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			“You’re the janitor here?”

			Sabra looked up from the walkie-talkie in her hand. “Uncle Dez?” she whispered to Landon and Jade. “As in the Dezmond Riley?” 

			The name sounded familiar, but Landon had already forgotten who he was or why he was important. 

			Jade snatched the walkie-talkie out of Sabra’s hand. “Can you tell us where you are?” 

			“Easy,” Dezmond said. “I’m at Welcher Elementary School.” 

			“We’re at Welcher Elementary School,” Jade replied, like he must be mistaken. 

			“I know,” Dezmond said. “I’m looking at you dudes through the south doors right now.” 

			Landon’s head swung around, scanning the building. Sure enough, the nearest doors were propped open, a stocky silhouette filling the entrance to the school. 

			Jade and Sabra struck off toward him immediately, Landon jogging a step to catch up. Muse was flying overhead, and Squeak peeked his head out of his pouch to see where they were headed. 

			“Welcome to my hometown,” Dezmond said through the walkie-talkie as they made their way. “It’s not much, but there is a super dope twenty-four-hour Mexican restaurant down by the library, if you’re hungry.” 

			They reached the steps to the school, catching their first good glimpse of Dezmond Riley in the security light above the door. 

			He looked about Daisy’s age—maybe midtwenties. He wasn’t very tall, but his shoulders were broad and muscular under his bright green “Welcher Elementary” T-shirt. His bulky forearms both showed brightly colored tattoos of long bird feathers, and he wore a couple of crystal rings on each hand. His hair was buzzed short on the sides and long on the top—really not much different from Jade’s. Both ears were pierced with studs that shimmered like crystals. His square chin was dusted with stubble, and a peculiar set of glasses sat on his wide nose. They were big and circular, with thick plastic lenses that looked permanently smudged.

			Dezmond studied the three kids for a moment and then raised his walkie-talkie and spoke through it. “Whoa—you dudes have your own Servites! Excellent!”

			“You don’t need to use the walkie-talkie anymore,” Sabra pointed out. “We’re right here.” 

			“Oh, right on, right on . . . ” Dezmond nodded agreeably, clipping the radio onto his own belt. “I just got excited when I saw your critters. I used to have a Scrubbish of my own, you know. Chickenbutt.” 

			“Huh?” the three kids asked. 

			“Oh, that was his name. Chickenbutt,” Dezmond said. “I named him that ’cuz when I first saw him he was perched on the edge of my desk looking away from me and I thought his butt looked like a chicken’s butt.” 

			Jade held out her arm, and her Scrubbish landed gracefully in a display of colorful wings. “I named mine Muse,” she said. 

			“Oh, cool,” Dezmond said. “Like, short for music.” 

			“Umm . . . no,” Jade replied. “Like the muses in ancient Greek mythology. She’s the source of my inspiration every day.” 

			“Yeahhh . . . ” Dezmond said. “I get that. The neat thing about my Scrubbish was that any time somebody said ‘guess what,’ I could say, ‘Chickenbutt,’ and pretend like I was talking to my Servite so I wouldn’t get in trouble.” He scratched his stubbly chin. “Looking back, I’m not so sure my Scrubbish appreciated his name. He died of old age a couple of years ago, and I was just a kid when I named him. If I could do it over again, I would probably name him something way more respectful. Like, Your Honor. At least, that’s what they tell me to call the judge.”

			Landon stared at him unblinkingly. This was a famous historical person from the world of magical janitors? This guy?! 

			Dezmond stepped back and motioned for the kids to enter the school. “Please, come on in. Tell me what happened at the landfill.” 

			“It’s bad,” Jade said. “We need to get back there right away. Daisy and Dr. Weizmann are in trouble.” 

			“Daisy and who?” Dezmond said, locking the school door behind them. He didn’t seem the least bit worried, despite the urgency in Jade’s voice. 

			“Dr. Weizmann,” Sabra said. “He’s the head garbologist of the School of Garbage. Little mustache, rubber boots—” 

			“Oh, you mean Bernard!” Dezmond said, leading them down the dark hallway. “I didn’t know he was a doctor now. Maybe I should talk to him about that weird lump on my—” 

			“Not that kind of doctor,” Sabra said. “And anyway, that’s not the point. Bookworm freaked out and kidnapped Dr. Weizmann. Then all the Thinga­ma­junks came out of the landfill and attacked the school. Daisy stayed behind to destroy the dumpster portals so they couldn’t follow us.” 

			“How is old Daisy Gates?” Dezmond asked. “I haven’t talked to her since the last time I talked to her.” 

			“Not good!” Jade shouted. “Didn’t you hear what we’re saying? Daisy is in danger!” 

			“Whoa, whoa!” Dezmond stopped at the top of a short flight of stairs. “This is a negativity-free zone, okay? I can’t have that kind of downer energy.” 

			“It’s not negative energy!” Sabra shouted. “It’s just the facts.” 

			“Time for a quick reset.” Dezmond held both arms wide. “Everybody bring it in. Bear-hug-cuz-you-care-hug.”

			The resulting mandatory hug turned out to be more of an awkward huddle in which Landon and Jade knocked heads. Then Dezmond released them and headed down the stairs.

			“Are we sure we can trust this guy?” Landon whispered to his companions. 

			“You can totally trust me!” Dezmond called from the bottom. “And I’ve got excellent hearing skills, by the way.” 

			Landon followed Jade and Sabra down the stairs to find Dezmond waiting in a spacious janitorial supply room. The single fluorescent light overhead flickered, and there was a faint humming sound in the exposed pipes that ran along the ceiling. 

			“What did the janitor say when he jumped out of the closet?” Dezmond randomly asked. He shouted the answer without waiting for a reply. “Supplies!” 

			Landon would have chuckled under other circumstances. He’d heard the joke before, but it was still pretty funny. 

			“Get it?” Dezmond said. “Because supplies sounds like surprise.” He snickered. “Only problem is, I’ve told that joke so many times, now I sometimes mix up the words on accident.” He crossed the big office and flopped down on an old padded armchair. 

			“What are you doing here in the middle of the night, anyway?” Landon finally asked. 

			Dezmond gestured to the supply closet around him. “This is my office!” 

			“You’re the janitor here?” Jade said. 

			“Assistant janitor,” Dezmond said proudly. “My boss doesn’t like working nights. So once the sun goes down, this whole school is my kingdom.” He leaned back, locking his fingers behind his head. “Everywhere the sunlight touches . . . ” 

			“Umm . . . ” Sabra said. “Isn’t the sun always down if you work nights?” 

			Dezmond rocked forward abruptly, coming to his feet. Landon thought he saw a momentary angry expression on his face, but Dezmond sucked in a deep steadying breath. “There you go with that negativity again. Let’s circle up. Do some Servite yoga to clear our minds.” 

			“What?” Landon cried. This was ridiculous. Daisy had sent them here for help, hadn’t she? This guy was just wasting their time. 

			In front of them, Dezmond dropped slowly to his knees on the puzzle-piece-shaped foam floor mats. He leaned forward, rhythmically breathing, eyes closing behind his foggy glasses. 

			“I don’t know what Daisy Gates told you about me,” Dezmond said. “I’ll admit, I was a pretty shady character back in the day—but I basically saved the world with my brain, and I’ve made some big changes in my life.” 

			“You saved the world with your brain?” Landon questioned. 

			“Oh, yeah!” Dezmond said, arching his back and widening his stance. “Toxites were, like, bad. But now they’re, like, good. Because of my attitudes.”

			“I think you mean aptitudes,” Sabra corrected. 

			Dezmond shrugged. “That’s what everybody keeps saying.” 

			Cocking her head in curiosity, Muse fluttered down from Jade’s shoulder and hopped a few steps closer to Dezmond. 

			“Aptitude,” Jade said. “It means a thing you’re naturally good at.”

			“Yup. When I was a kid I was good at being a real jerk,” Dezmond admitted. “I was good at not paying attention in class. I was good at making other people feel dumb and worthless. My therapist tells me I acted that way ’cuz I was seeking approval from everyone around me. I wasn’t getting it at home and I wanted so badly for somebody to like me.”

			Well, Landon knew how that felt. But at least he hadn’t let his search for approval turn him into a jerk. Instead, it made him avoidant. It made him never want to go home because home could barely even be defined. 

			“I didn’t know,” Dezmond said, gently lowering his back, “that the only approval that really matters comes from within.” Muse flapped her colorful wings once, fluttering up to land on the top of Dezmond’s head. 

			“Ah, yeah . . . there it is . . . ” Dezmond muttered. “Servite yoga. I’m like a magnet to these little dudes. Probably ’cuz my brain made them.”

			“Your brain?” Landon asked doubtfully. “How?”

			“There were some evil witches that tried to blast my friend with a powerful beam of magic that was supposed to create a new Toxite,” Dezmond explained. “I jumped in front of it, and my whole personality got reflected back, causing all the Toxites to behave the opposite of me. That’s how we got these dudes.” 

			By now, Brenda and Squeak had crawled out of their pouches, the Shine and Filter circling closer to Dezmond, curious about his yoga pose and encouraged by Muse’s confidence. 

			“We need to get back to the School of Garbage,” Sabra finally said, getting them back on topic. “Can you help us or not?” 

			Squeak finally pounced onto Dezmond’s lower back, striking a regal pose as if he had conquered the man. 

			“If the Thinga­ma­junks took you by supplies,” Dezmond said. 

			“Surprise,” Sabra quietly corrected. 

			“And Daisy busted all the dumpster portals,” Dezmond continued, “then it doesn’t sound like she wants you to come back. And even if she does, you’re not getting into the landfill that way.”

			“Then how?” Landon asked. 

			Dezmond stood up slowly, the three Servites bailing off his form as he rose, balancing on one leg. “I have no idea.” 

			Landon sighed, and he saw Jade and Sabra roll their eyes. Good. So he wasn’t the only one tired of this guy. 

			“Let’s go,” Landon said to the girls. He snapped his fingers, and Squeak was at his side. “We know the landfill is in Texas. I guess we find our way there and start searching.” 

			“I said I have no idea how to get there,” Dezmond said. “But I know someone who does.”

			“What?” Sabra cried. “Take us to them!” 

			“No need, my dudes,” Dezmond said, finally putting his other foot down and exhaling one last breath. “I called him the minute I saw you fall out of that dumpster. He’ll be here any second.” 
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			“Absolutely not.”

			Marv Bills was a large and hairy man. His shaggy beard was streaked with gray and he had the stature of an old grizzly bear. To be honest, the head janitor at Welcher Elementary sort of scared Landon.

			“Things ain’t like they used to be,” Marv grumbled. He was slouched in the chair that Dezmond had occupied earlier. “And janitors have gone soft with these newfangled Servites.” He spat out the last word like it offended him. “Back in my day, we cleaned schools. Exterminated those Toxites, tooth and claw.”

			Dezmond came leaping down the stairs with his arms full of soda cans and a bag of cheesy chips. “Snack break!” he announced, dropping the load on the table. 

			“You were supposed to be calling Bernard!” Marv scolded. 

			“Mission accomplished, Boss,” Dezmond replied, popping open his sugar-free energy drink. “I called like five hundred times. Nobody’s there.” 

			“Because the Thinga­ma­junks have taken over the School of Garbage,” Sabra said. “Why are you not believing us?” 

			“I believe you,” Dezmond reassured. “With all my heart.” 

			“I never trusted those wild Thinga­ma­junks.” Marv sat forward and snatched the bag of chips. “And I don’t know anything about this mysterious Locksmith that you say Daisy and Bernard are carrying on about. Fact of the matter is, Bernard made this mess. He ought to be the one to clean it up. There’s just nothing to be done.” 

			“We can’t leave Daisy and Dr. Weizmann,” Jade cried. “What about the BEM? They should be able to help us.”

			Marv nearly choked on a chip. “You don’t understand what you’re asking, kid.” 

			“But . . . ” Jade stammered. “Daisy told us that the BEM is good again.” 

			“Oh, it’s good, all right,” said Marv. “Good at staffing janitor positions, Glopifying supplies, distributing tools. Good at training janitors how to fix their schools up just right to increase the Servite population in classrooms. But you know what they’re not good at? Letting kids get involved.” 

			“These days, the whole BEM is run by Alan Zumbro,” Dezmond said. “You know who that dude is?” When the question was met with silence, Dezmond answered it himself, “That’s the dad of my old buddy Spencer Zumbro.”

			Landon had no idea who that was, either. “Who?” 

			Marv and Dezmond shared a look of disbelief. 

			“What’s Bernard teaching you kids, anyway?” Marv snapped. “Spencer Zumbro was a brave kid who got real mixed up in Toxite fighting. Went through a lot, he did.” 

			“Nobody knows where he’s at now,” Dezmond continued. “My dude just up and left without a word right after high school.” 

			“BEM got Spencer involved in all this a long time ago,” Marv said. “Alan blames the Bureau for the fact that he lost contact with his son. So you can see why he doesn’t like letting kids be a part of this.” 

			“But we’re already involved,” Sabra pointed out. “Jade and I have been going to the School of Garbage for years.” 

			“And that’s exactly why there was a falling-out between Alan Zumbro and Bernard Weizmann,” Marv said. “The BEM doesn’t think the School of Garbage should exist at all. So wait’ll we report that students were in danger and the place got overrun by savage Thinga­ma­junks. BEM will shut it down for good.” 

			“You don’t have to report it,” Landon said. “Just help us get back to the landfill, and we’ll find Daisy and Dr. Weizmann on our own.” 

			Marv scratched his beard in thought. 

			“I’m with the kids on this one, Boss,” Dezmond said. “Come on. We’ve gotta help them out. Remember when I was a kid? I got super involved and everything turned out great.”

			“You died,” Marv pointed out. 

			“But only once,” Dezmond said. Landon shot a confused glance at Jade, but she just shrugged. 

			Dezmond dropped to one knee. “Please. This is Daisy Gates we’re talking about. Starting the School of Garbage was always her dream, Boss. Let’s get these kids back in there and figure everything out. Then she can keep living her dream.” 

			Marv stood up very slowly, his joints cracking and his breath coming out in a soft sigh. “Getting into the landfill is no walk in the park.”

			“But you could do it?” Jade said excitedly. “You know how?” 

			“If Daisy smashed the dumpster portals,” Marv said, “then the only way back would be to cross the bridge. Just not possible.” He grabbed a can of diet cola and popped it open. “A full BEM assault team might stand a chance.” 

			Dezmond shook his head. “We can’t get them involved.”

			“Why would we need an assault team?” Landon asked. “What’s so bad about this bridge?” 

			They all waited while Marv chugged the entire soda and crumpled the metal can in one bare hand. “Toxites.” 

			The way Marv said the word sent a shiver down Landon’s spine. Even Squeak looked up from the leg of the chair he was gnawing on.

			“What do you mean?” Sabra asked. 

			“When the Change happened,” Marv explained, “there were lots of Toxites trapped in Agitation Buckets that didn’t undergo the transformation.” 

			“We saw some at the School,” Landon said. 

			Marv muttered a curse under his breath. “Bernard shouldn’t be keeping those. Another huge violation . . . ” He trailed off, clearing his throat. “Problem with the landfill is that raw Glop percolates through the ground. Causes lots of wild changes to the trash there.” 

			“One time,” Dezmond cut in, “we hid in a forest of giant silverware.” 

			“We got stuck in a big rubber boot,” Jade replied. 

			Dezmond snapped his fingers and grinned. “You dudes get me.” 

			“As I was saying,” Marv cut in. “About ten years ago, my team sniffed out an Agitation Bucket in the landfill. We went to extract it so we could deal with those little monsters, but we had some trouble as we were leaving across the bridge.”

			“Ooh! Tox-Knight story time!” Dezmond cried, dropping to sit cross-legged in front of Marv. 

			“Tox-Knight?” Landon said. 

			“Only the most famous Toxite extermination crew ever,” Dezmond said. “Penny Jamison, Diego Montenegro, and this big guy right here. They must’ve destroyed thousands of leftover Toxites after the Change.”

			“And you called yourselves the Tox-Knights?” Sabra said, eyebrows raised in maximum judgment. 

			“I didn’t pick the name.” Marv’s voice carried a hint of embarrassment. 

			“What happened on the bridge?” Landon asked again. 

			“Penny sort of . . . dropped the bucket,” Marv replied. “Can’t blame her, really. We were trying to outrun a wild Thingama­junk, and the ground kept spitting wads of wet toilet paper at us. But the bucket landed on its side. It cracked, but it must’ve hit just right on a vein of raw Glop. The thing expanded in the blink of an eye. The crack sealed over the bridge, with us inside. The magic stretched the bridge out like a rubber band. Bet we ran nearly a mile before we got out.” He patted his large stomach. “I was younger then . . . ” 

			“So the bridge is inside a bucket tunnel now?” Jade asked, drawing it in the air with her hands. 

			“Guess you could say that,” Marv replied. “And the far end of the tunnel is sealed off, because that’s the bottom of the bucket. It’ll take a heck of a big blast to break through that plastic wall.” 

			“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Landon said. “Daisy had a flyswatter that was smashing metal dumpsters to bits.” 

			“It’s what’s in the bucket that’s the problem,” Marv said. 

			“Toxites,” Dezmond whispered.

			“Big, nasty ones,” Marv said. “When Toxites get stuck in an Agitation Bucket, they stew around and get angrier and angrier. Downright deadly. These have been brewing for a whole decade. Can’t imagine what it’s like in there.” 

			“Don’t you think the Toxites would’ve crawled out by now?” Landon asked. 

			“The whole point of an Agitation Bucket is to keep those critters trapped,” Marv said. “They’re still in there. Betcha dollars to doughnuts.” 

			“But don’t worry,” Dezmond said. “Boss can clear them out in no time.” 

			“Ha!” Marv scoffed. “Maybe back in the old days. With Penny and Monty at my side. But that’s just not possible now.” 

			“Why not?” Landon asked. “Why can’t we get your old team back together? One last Tox-Knight extermination.” 

			“It’s not that easy,” Marv grumbled. “Diego Montenegro is a difficult man. He’ll never—”

			“He’s in!” Dezmond cried, leaping to his feet. “I just texted Monty, and he said he’s totally in!” He held out his phone for Marv to see the proof. 

			“How did you get Monty’s phone number?” the janitor asked. 

			“He put it at the bottom of his Christmas card a couple of years ago,” Dezmond said. “I send him memes sometimes.” 

			Marv huffed, and Landon got the impression that the janitor had no idea what a meme was. 

			“Even if Monty’s willing,” Marv said, “the Agitation Tunnel is over a mile long. We’ll never get through it without our truck and driver.” 

			“And the Tox-Tank is locked up in BEM storage,” Dezmond said, discouraged. 

			“Is Tox-Tank the name of your truck?” Sabra guessed unenthusiastically. 

			“Heavily armored assault garbage truck,” Marv said. “Also handy for curbside trash pickup.” 

			“Back in its glory days,” Dezmond said, “you could smell the Tox-Tank coming from a mile away. One time, I even got a ride in it.” 

			“You did?” Marv cried. 

			“You didn’t know about it.” Dezmond got a far-off look on his face. “I got ahold of the vehicle manual and memorized every feature on that baby. Wall climb? Downshift and hit the blue button. Turbo blast? Third red switch under the middle console.” 

			“Well, the problem isn’t the Tox-Tank, anyway,” Marv said. “That’s sitting unattended in a storage unit in southern Missouri, and I’ve still got a spare key. She’ll be locked up, but I’ve got an old key for the unit, too, so long as they haven’t changed it.” 

			“Then let’s go!” Landon cried. He had no idea how far it was from Idaho to Missouri, but Marv didn’t make it sound like a big deal. 

			“The problem is Penny Jamison,” Marv said. 

			“She was the driver for the Tox-Knights,” Dezmond explained. “Now she happens to be the vice president of the Bureau of Educational Maintenance.” 

			“She’s Alan Zumbro’s right hand,” Marv said. “And I respect her too much to ask her to go against her boss like this.” 

			“But we don’t really need this Penny person, do we?” Sabra said. “I mean, can’t we find somebody else to drive the garbage truck?” 

			Marv chuckled, shaking his head. “The Tox-Tank’s not a normal vehicle. We’d need someone who knows how she handles. Someone who understands all of her controls.”

			Every eye in the room went to Dezmond Riley. He stepped forward ceremoniously, one hand over his heart. 

			“No,” Marv said. “Absolutely not.” 

			An eager smile spread across Dezmond’s face. “Come on, Boss,” he said. “Gimme a chance to become a real Tox-Knight. You probably don’t think I’m a good driver, but I may supplies you.”
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			“I could pick it.”

			Landon had met a lot of interesting people in the last week, but Diego Montenegro might have been the most unusual. It was impossible to guess the janitor’s age because he moved like a spry athlete in his twenties, but he had a grizzled, hardened exterior and a touch of gray in his hair. His left eye was covered with a black patch, and his right arm was missing below the elbow. On his residual limb was a complicated brace with a lot of straps. Standard blue coveralls were zipped under his pointy goatee, and he had not one but three janitorial belts strapped across his wiry body. The one around his waist was the biggest, but the other two crisscrossing his chest were laden with more janitorial equipment than Landon had ever seen. 

			Monty ran his good hand against a cinderblock wall at the end of a row of storage units. “This will do the trick,” he said. “As long as your friend can thread the needle.” 

			“I don’t know what that means,” Landon admitted. He didn’t even know who his friend was. In the few hours they’d been with Monty, Landon had learned that the man spoke very dramatically, using terms and metaphors that rarely made sense. Half the time, Monty’s sentences would just switch into Spanish and he wouldn’t bother with a trans­lation. 

			“It was on a summer morning not unlike this one,” Monty said, “when I saw Penny Jamison drive the Tox-Tank straight off the roof of a school we were exterminating. An Agitation Bucket had spilled—Toxites running amok—Marvin and I were back-to-back, fighting, fighting for our very lives. And here she comes—la loquita—driving straight for us. She slides into neutral. She throws on the parking brake . . . ” 

			Monty made a high-pitched screeching sound as he dragged his hand through the air like a truck sliding sideways. 

			“She takes those criaturas broadside. Toxite guts spray everywhere. Marvin and I stare wide-eyed”—he pulled his eyelid down on his one good eye—“‘She’s going too fast,’ we think. ‘She cannot stop in time.’ And she doesn’t. The Tank sails off the roof’s edge como un pájaro . . . but wait! She activates the mechanical arm, grabs onto the air-­conditioning unit. I think, ‘It will not hold,’ but it does! The Tank whips around and the tires touch down. She pulls to a stop and says, ‘You boys need a ride?’” 

			With that, Monty threw back his head and laughed. Landon had no idea if the story was true, or exaggerated, or why Monty even chose to tell it right now. 

			“What I am saying is this,” Monty continued, glancing down the row to the spot where Marv, Dezmond, Jade, and Sabra were working to open the Tank’s storage unit. “I do not trust this Dezmond behind the wheel.” Monty whipped a bottle of Windex from a holster on his belt, twirling it around his finger like a Western gunslinger. “He sends me funny memes, yes. But can he drive like Penny Jamison?” 

			Landon got the feeling that Monty wasn’t expecting him to answer the question. Besides, how would he know? Landon had only met Dezmond about eight hours ago, and most of that time he had spent sleeping on a cot in Welcher Elementary School. 

			Monty began spraying the cinderblock wall with the blue Windex, and Landon blinked hard to make sure he was actually seeing this. 

			“Is that turning to . . . glass?” Landon asked, reaching out to touch a spot where Monty had already sprayed. The cinderblock was no longer rough and gray. It was crystal clear and smooth, the morning sun glinting off its shiny surface. 

			“Glopified Windex,” Monty explained. “There was a time when I could use this stuff to shoot a Rubbish midflight at twenty yards. Send it crashing to the ground. Shatter to pieces! Ay!” 

			“Are you going to break this wall?” Landon asked. 

			“Muchacho . . . ” Monty said, glancing at him with a concerned eyebrow. “Do you pay no attention? We are going to squeegee this wall.” 

			“What’s that going to do?” 

			“Same thing that got you here,” Monty said. “But on a bigger scale.” 

			Landon didn’t really understand how they had traveled from Idaho to Missouri so quickly. One second he was sleeping in his cot, and the next he was walking through a shimmering doorway in the basement of Welcher Elementary School and emerging into a school just a few blocks from where they were now. Monty had greeted them, and Landon did remember that the janitor had been holding a squeegee. But what did it mean? 

			“Listo,” Monty said, stepping back to admire his new glass wall. “Run and tell the others that I am ready when they are.” The rugged janitor holstered the Windex bottle and unclipped a squeegee from his belt. With a twist, he threaded it into the brace on his arm. Now it looked like he had a squeegee for a right hand. 

			Monty reached up and swiped the squeegee down the glass wall. At once, the edge began to glow and the glass disappeared from that spot, replaced with a view of a parking lot. 

			“Whoa!” Landon said, leaning forward to inspect it more closely as Monty took another swipe and opened the portal even wider. “How are you doing that?” 

			“Oh, I run a window-washing business when school is out for the summer,” Monty said. “I have a telescoping handle on my squeegee so I can reach the high places. It’s called Windows by Monty. If you know anyone who needs a clean window, I would very much appreciate a referral. Business has not been good since the pandemic.” 

			“And you open magic portals for all your clients?” Landon said. 

			“What?” Monty glanced at him. “Oh, no, muchacho. The Glopified squeegee is saved for special business.” He made another pass. The portal was now almost five feet wide. “¡Ándate! Go tell Marvin I’m ready!”

			Still confused about what was happening, Landon turned away from Monty and made his way down the row of storage units. 

			“Monty says he’s ready,” Landon said when he reached the others in front of the storage unit’s garage-style door. 

			Marv grunted. “Just having some trouble with the lock. My old key is no good.” 

			“I’m telling you, Boss,” Dezmond said. “A little spritz of Monty’s Windex and we could just shatter the lock.” 

			“And I’m telling you,” Marv said, “we’ve gotta be able to put the lock back on or the BEM will know we took the Tank.”

			“Well, whatever we’re going to do, we’d better hurry,” Sabra said, checking her watch. “We’ve only got eleven minutes until the security cameras turn back on.” Monty had disabled those; Landon hadn’t asked how. 

			“Maybe we could pry the lock open,” Jade said. “If we had enough force? Leverage?”

			“I could pick it,” Landon blurted.

			The others looked at him as if they might have misheard. “You know how to pick locks?” Jade asked. 

			Landon shrugged. “It’s not that hard. I’ve been practicing a lot.” 

			“So, basically, you’re a criminal?” Sabra said, hands on her hips and an expression of distrust on her face. 

			“My dad’s been teaching me,” Landon said. 

			“So you’re the son of a criminal?” she persisted. 

			“It’s not like that,” Landon defended. “My mom says I spend too much time playing video games, so she started locking up my controllers. My dad got me a lock-picking kit for my birthday.”

			“Wow.” Sabra rolled her eyes. “Stellar co-parenting.” 

			Dezmond glanced at the heavy padlock on the storage-unit door. “And you’ve got the tools here, my dude?”

			Landon shook his head. “No. But I bet I could get through this lock with a couple of big paper clips.” 

			“What about some bobby pins?” Jade asked, removing them from her hair. 

			“Those should work!” Landon said, taking them and dropping to his knee in front of the lock. It took only a minute or two of tinkering before the thing popped open. 

			“Very impressive, my dude,” Dezmond said, clapping Landon on the shoulder. “I’m gonna remember that skill in case I need it in the future.” 

			Landon didn’t give the bobby pins back to Jade. He’d bent them out of shape to get them into the lock. Instead, he dropped them into the Servite pouch with Squeak. 

			Marv bent down and grabbed the bottom of the garage door. With a heave, he slid it up with a rattling of dust. 

			“No way . . . ” Dezmond whispered reverently as the dust settled and everyone looked into the dark storage unit. “7.4 liter V8 turbo engine . . . ” He stepped into the garage, running his hand along the hood. “Nitrogen shocks with 30-inch coil over springs . . . spiked hubcaps and razor-sharp cowcatcher grill . . . ”

			“Never thought I’d see this old girl again,” Marv muttered under his breath. Landon couldn’t help but notice the twinkle in the big janitor’s eye.

			“Four hydraulic grabber arms for curbside trash removal,” Dezmond went on. “Two pivoting side ports with targeting system for trashcannon. One rear turret for high-powered Glopified leaf blower.” 

			“Don’t forget the rooftop harness bungee system for our very own loco Montenegro,” Marv said with a chuckle. 

			“All in all,” Dezmond said, “8.2 tonnes of vehicular Toxite-smashing awesomeness.”

			“We’ve got six minutes now,” Sabra reminded them, impatient. 

			Marv took Dezmond by the shoulder, his other hand dangling his spare truck key on a gold keychain. “Fire it up.” 

			Dezmond reached for the key, but Marv whipped it away, giving one last word of warning. “Do not make me regret this.” 

			“This is truly the greatest honor of my life, Boss,” Dezmond said. “I swear to you on the grave of Chickenbutt that I will not let us down.” 

			Ceremoniously, Marv placed the truck key in Dezmond’s hand, and the young man clamored up the side of the huge vehicle, swinging the driver’s door open.

			“Rest of you in the back,” Marv said, moving out of sight around the truck. 

			“I’m not clear on the plan,” Landon whispered to Jade. “Monty’s opening some kind of portal with a squeegee.” 

			“Yeah,” Jade replied. “Glopified squeegees come in pairs. When both of them are swiped down a glass surface, the two windows become a doorway. That’s how Monty brought us here this morning.” 

			Ahh . . . that finally made sense! 

			“Wait, so Dezmond is going to drive the Tank through that wall?” Landon asked, following Jade and Sabra to the back of the garbage truck. 

			“Exactly,” Jade said. “And the Windex will wear off in a couple of minutes, turning the wall back to cinderblock so the BEM will never know we were here.” 

			Landon suddenly understood why Monty had said it was time to see Dezmond “thread the needle.” The portal in the cinderblocks was going to be a snug fit for the Tox-Tank. If Dezmond was off by a mere foot, he would literally drive straight into a wall.

			The huge truck’s engine suddenly roared to life. It coughed and sputtered for a second, filling the garage with smelly smoke. Landon quickly boosted himself on a little foot ladder that was welded onto the rear bumper, climbing into the open hatch in the back.

			For being the inside of a garbage truck, it didn’t smell nearly as bad as Landon had expected. He saw another hatch in the roof where picked-up trash could be dumped. There wasn’t any garbage now, but Landon saw how it would slide down into a pair of branching funnels that led to the two side ports Dezmond had mentioned. These were equipped with old metal trash cans, their ribbed sides dented and scratched. 

			Marv strapped himself into a swivel seat with a high back. The chair was hooked into a track so Marv could slide back and forth between both trash cans. 

			For visibility, round port windows lined both sides of the Tank. A metal grate separated them from the cab, and Landon could see the back of Dezmond’s head as he stepped on the gas. 

			The Tox-Tank lurched forward aggressively, knocking Landon, Jade, and Sabra to their knees. 

			“Easy, kid,” Marv shouted up to the driver. The big janitor looked at the kids and gestured to a few jump seats—simple folding chairs that were built right into the wall of the Tank. Landon flipped down the nearest seat and strapped in with a seat belt that hooked over his shoulders like backpack straps. 

			“Hey!” Dezmond called from the driver’s seat. “Where’d Monty go?”

			There was a thump on the metal roof of the Tank, and Marv let out a satisfied grunt. Landon looked up and saw Diego Montenegro peering down at them through the open hatch, his long hair blowing in the wind. 

			“Hahaha!” Monty cried. “Full speed ahead!”

			“Is he going to ride up there?” Sabra asked nervously. 

			Marv smirked. “He’s crazy like that.” 

			“Here we go!” Dezmond shouted. 

			Landon strained his neck to peer through the metal grate and out the Tank’s windshield. They were barreling directly toward the opening that Monty had created . . . which also happened to be a cinderblock wall if Dezmond missed. 

			“It’s not gonna fit,” Landon said, sizing up the portal and the giant vehicle they were in. Dezmond must have been worried about it too, because Landon felt the Tank slow down a little. 

			“Don’t be a gallina!” Monty shouted from the roof. “Give her all she’s got and let’s see what you’re made of, muchacho!” 

			The Tox-Tank picked up speed and Landon gripped his shoulder straps, bracing for the side of the truck to clip the wall and send them crashing. 

			“Woohoo!” Monty shrieked as they shot through the narrow opening. 

			“Ha! Did you see that, Boss?” Dezmond shouted from the driver’s seat. 

			“Yeah, yeah,” Marv reluctantly admitted. “Not bad for a blind guy.” 

			“Wait a minute,” Jade said. “Our driver is blind?” 

			“Why else would I wear these dorky glasses?” Dezmond said. “They were made from Glopified safety goggles—made especially for me. I can see pretty good most of the time.”

			“Most of the time . . . ” Jade muttered, cinching her seat belt straps tighter. 

			“Everybody wave to Ms. Sanchez,” Marv said, shaking a hand in front of one of the port windows. 

			“Who?” Sabra asked. 

			“She’s the janitor with the other squeegee,” Marv explained. “Old friend. She agreed to open up a portal in the wall of her school and didn’t feel the need to mention it to the BEM.” 

			Landon peered out one of the side windows. “Where are we, anyway?” 

			“West Texas,” Marv replied. “If Dez drives the speed limit, we’ll be to the Agitation Tunnel by noon.” 

			“I always drive the speed limit,” Dezmond said. He switched on some music in the cab—soft instrumental with flutes and calming river sounds. “And Uncle Dez never drives angry.” 
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			“Strap in and stay out of the way.”

			The Agitation Tunnel was much bigger than Landon had expected. He tried to picture it as a giant overturned bucket, but it was hard to imagine. For starters, the majority of the bucket had sunk into the ground, leaving only a curved half circle as the entrance to the tunnel. Weeds and shrubs had crept up the sides, making the whole thing look almost as if it was meant to be there. 

			But it wasn’t. 

			“I never thought I’d clap my eye on this place again,” Monty said, adjusting the buckles on his tool belts. Even though his tone was somber, Landon thought he sounded awfully excited about it.

			The Tox-Tank was parked at the end of a dirt road, the tunnel’s dark, half-circle entrance looming ominously about two hundred yards ahead. Dezmond had been an excellent driver, and Landon had even dozed off a little, strapped into his fold-down seat. 

			But Landon was wide awake now, standing in the midday sun next to the Tank, stretching his legs as they made final preparations for the drive ahead. The landfill lay just on the other side of that tunnel. And Daisy needed their help over there. 

			“She’s a real beauty,” Dezmond said, dropping down from the driver’s seat and patting the side of the Tox-Tank. “Handles like a dream.” 

			“Hard part’s yet to come,” Marv said, popping his neck. 

			“Oh, I was born ready for this, Boss,” Dezmond said, prancing excitedly on his toes. “I was practicing with the grabber arms on that desert stretch back there.”

			“I noticed,” Monty said. “You nearly knocked me off the roof.” 

			“Just testing your reflexes, my dude,” Dezmond said. “I know it’s been a minute since the Tox-Knights have seen combat.” 

			“I’ve still got it, muchacho,” Monty replied. “I’m like a ballerina of death, twirling into danger and leaping back to safety. I once grabbed a giant Filth by the tongue and ripped it apart from the inside. It took my right arm, but with my left, I took its heart.”

			“Are you serious?” Landon asked. 

			“He’s serious,” Marv replied. “I was there for it. But he’s leaving out the part where he stitched his own wound closed, using the Filth’s quill like a sewing needle.” 

			Whoa. This story was insane. “How’d you lose your eye?” Landon asked.

			“Oh, this?” He flipped the eye patch up to reveal a perfectly normal-looking eye that he quickly squinted shut from the sunlight. 

			“Wait,” Landon said. “You mean, you didn’t get your eye gouged out by a Toxite or something? Why are you wearing a patch?” 

			“This is from a cataract surgery two days ago,” Monty said. “My ophthalmologist told me to wear the patch for at least three days.” He flipped it back down and continued checking his equipment. 

			“Let’s walk through the plan again,” Marv said, pointing toward the Agitation Tunnel. 

			Again? Landon hadn’t heard the plan the first time. 

			“I lovingly guide the Tox-Tank through the tunnel until we reach the bottom of the bucket,” Dezmond said.

			“I dance my dance of death on the roof and keep the Toxites off our back,” Monty said. 

			Marv reached into the back hatch of the truck and pulled out a tightly packed garbage bag. The black plastic was stretched over numerous small rectangular objects, and the bag was tied off with a red drawstring. 

			“Once we get to the bottom of the bucket tunnel,” Marv said, “Dez will turn the Tank broadside. I’ll load the explosives into one of the trashcannons and blast a hole. Then we drive into the landfill and find Daisy and Bernard.” 

			“What is that?” Sabra asked, pointing to the overstuffed garbage sack. Landon was glad he wasn’t the only one who didn’t know. 

			“Whiteboard erasers,” Marv said. 

			“Oooh, yeah,” Dezmond said, rings clicking as he rubbed his hands together. “The warlocks developed and Glopified those things specifically for the Tox-Knights. Highly explosive. A single eraser is enough to blow down a door.” 

			“And we’ve got several dozen in here,” Marv explained, hefting the bag. “BEM doesn’t manufacture these anymore, so I had to pull everything I had in my personal storage. This is all we’ve got.” 

			“Only one shot,” Monty said, holding up a crooked finger. “Make it count, Marvin.” 

			Marv nodded. “I always do.” 

			Jade Shu suddenly cleared her throat. She was standing slightly apart from the group, staring off into the desert beside the Agitation Tunnel.

			“Have we thought about maybe just driving around the Toxite Tunnel of Death?” she asked. 

			“The whole landfill is surrounded by a deep gorge flowing with raw Glop,” Marv replied. “It’s impassable. Even by magical means. That’s why the bridge existed in the first place—to get you over the gorge.” 

			“What’s to stop normal cars from driving in there?” Landon asked. 

			“Many have tried,” Monty said quietly. “None were heard from again.” 

			“Seriously?” Jade shrieked. 

			“Probably doesn’t happen very often,” Marv said. “This is the middle of nowhere. People don’t drive out here by accident.”

			“Enough talk!” Monty suddenly shouted. “¡Vámonos!” And he struck a short-handled broom on the ground, sending him floating up to land nimbly on the roof of the Tox-Tank. 

			Landon watched as Monty extended what looked like a thick antenna from the back of the roof. It stood almost twenty feet straight up like a lightning rod, with a bungee cord dangling from the top. Reaching back, Monty clipped the bungee into a hook in the spot where his tool belts intersected across his back. 

			The janitor drew a sawed-off pushbroom from his belt and screwed the handle into the brace on his missing arm. Then he flipped his long hair out of his eye with a jerk of his head and looked down at the rest of the group. 

			“Drive me to glory, Sir Dezmond Tox-Knight,” Monty said. “To glory, or to death!” 

			“Aye, sir!” Dezmond shouted, giving a quick salute, his whole body trembling with excitement. He sprang into the driver’s seat and fired up the Tank’s grumpy engine. 

			“In you go,” Marv said, gesturing to the three remaining kids. 

			“What are we supposed to do?” Landon asked, checking to make sure Squeak was comfortable in his pouch.

			“Strap in and stay out of the way,” Marv replied, dropping heavily into his swivel gunner’s chair. 

			Landon didn’t like those instructions, but he reluctantly obeyed, following Jade and Sabra into the back of the huge truck. Landon could tell he wasn’t the only one feeling underused. After all, the three of them had trained with Glopified weapons, defeated a Junklet, and fought their way past a swarm of Thinga­ma­junks. 

			How bad could a tunnel full of old Toxites really be?

			From his belt, Marv produced a can of air freshener. He didn’t just give a little spritz but shot a prolonged stream, filling the whole back of the garbage truck with a powerful vanilla scent. 

			“Don’t take it personally,” Marv said. “Where we’re going, we’ll need this.” 

			“Do Toxites really smell that bad?” Landon asked. 

			“It’s not for their smell,” Marv said. “It’s for their breath. You remember what Toxites originally did, right?” 

			“They would exhale to cause students not to pay attention in school,” Sabra answered. “Distraction, sleepiness, boredom . . . ” 

			“That’s right,” Marv replied. “Grown-ups are mostly immune to the effects, but your minds are still developing, and the Toxites in that tunnel are going to be starving for a taste of your brain waves. Now, mask up. We’re not taking any chances.”
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			“Don’t slow down!”

			The air grew still and eerily quiet as the Tox-Tank rolled into the Agitation Tunnel. Landon felt everything change. The truck windows went dim, lit only by a soft ambient glow as the sun beat down on the thick plastic bucket that covered them. The desert wind ceased. The air felt unnaturally humid and smelled of mold and sour laundry. 

			In the cab up front, Dezmond shut off his soft relaxation music, letting the full muffled sound of the bucket’s interior overwhelm them. 

			Landon pushed himself up in his fold-down seat, peering out the nearest port window. His breath caught in his throat and Squeak whimpered quietly. It was like something from a sci-fi space movie. There seemed to be no ground around them—the earth just fell away to blackness on either side of the garbage truck. The distant curved plastic walls looked grimy and gross, and faint monstrous sounds drifted up from the depths—the clacks of beaks, the raking of sharp claws, the squish of slimy fingertips. 

			“Are we already on the bridge?” Sabra whispered, her voice muffled through her dust mask. 

			“That’s what it looks like to me,” Dezmond answered. “And it’s a looooong way down.” 

			“Told you,” Marv said. “The bridge got stretched out when the bucket closed around it.”

			“Would’ve been nice if the bridge got wider,” Dezmond said. “One little swerve and we’re off the edge.”

			“Glop can be unpredictable,” Marv said. “The magic tends to change things. Makes some stuff bigger. Some stuff smaller. Everything in here’s been stewing in it.” 

			Sabra sat forward nervously. “What does that mean about the—” 

			Something slammed into the side of the Tox-Tank with so much force that it rocked the huge vehicle onto its two left wheels. Everyone screamed as the right wheels touched down again. The whole vehicle was shaking now. 

			Out the right-side windows, Landon saw something pale yellow and dripping with icky slime. 

			“Grime on the starboard fender!” Monty shouted from the roof. 

			“Not just the fender!” Dezmond called from the front. Glancing out the windshield, Landon saw the creature’s massive head—easily the size of a basketball backboard. It was flat and wide like a salamander’s, with a forked black tongue that was slathering sticky spit all over the windshield. 

			“It’s jammed the trashcannon port!” Marv roared, wrestling with his dented steel can. “Can’t get a shot off.”

			Landon swallowed hard. If its head was way up by the cab, and its body was jamming Marv’s cannon in the back of the truck, then this thing was huge! 

			Landon glanced at Brenda, who was gripping Sabra’s knee. That little silvery Shine had evolved from that hideous monster clamped onto the side of the Tank? He shared a wide-eyed glance with Squeak. 

			“Taste my wipers!” Dezmond shouted, flicking on the windshield wipers. Like every other part of the Tox-Tank, these had been armored and enhanced. Lined with Glopified razor blades, they slashed into the huge Grime, causing it to rear back its head. 

			At the same time, Monty appeared in one of the slimed-over windows on the side. His pushbroom arm stabbed into the side of the Grime, and his bungees yanked him back up to the roof just as the monster’s tail flicked around to whip him. 

			The pushbroom’s power forced the Grime’s body off the side of the Tank, but its gooey, suction-cup toes still clung tightly. 

			“That’ll do!” Marv shouted, swiveling the metal trashcannon onto its side and thumping the bottom. 

			Boom! 

			A slug of trash ripped into the Grime’s underbelly, tearing it apart and sending whatever was left of the creature plummeting off the edge of the bridge. 

			“Boo-ya!” Dezmond cried, pumping his fist. 

			“Don’t get too excited,” Monty shouted from above. “I count a dozen more Toxites heading our way!” 

			A dozen? The Tox-Tank would be overwhelmed. Landon wanted to help, but what could he do from inside the truck? 

			“Why are we slowing down?” Marv shouted. 

			“Roadblock!” Dezmond shouted. 

			Landon glanced out the windshield. In the strange ambient glow of the tunnel, he saw a massive creature crouched on the road, filling the entire width of the bridge. It was a Filth—the evil ancestor of his very own Squeak. 

			“Are you driving the Tox-Tank or a kiddie bicycle?” Monty shouted from above. “Don’t slow down!” 

			“It’s just . . . ” Dezmond stammered. “I remain cool when someone cuts me off . . . I breathe deep and understand that they might be having a bad day . . . ” 

			“Dez!” Marv yelled. “It’s time for you to drive angry!” 

			“I dunno, Boss,” the driver replied. “My therapist says I’ve been making huge progress with my anger—”

			“Dezmond!” Marv roared. “Get mad!”

			Landon saw the driver’s jaw clench. Behind his thick goggle glasses, Dezmond’s eyes narrowed. His face started turning red and a vein bulged from his forehead. Then his hand flicked out and switched the music back on. But this time, instead of relaxing river sounds, it was all electric guitar and angry, screaming lyrics. 

			“Outta my way, doofus!” Dezmond bellowed, throwing the Tank into a lower gear and ramming into the huge Filth blocking the road. The cowcatcher grill sliced it down the middle, and Landon felt the big tires crawl over the Filth’s remains.

			Dezmond threw back his head and let out a maniacal laugh.

			“Got another nasty one coming in on the left side,” Monty cried. 

			“I’m on it!” Dezmond shouted. One hand dropped to a joystick, and Landon heard the robotic grabber arm reach out to defend the Tank. 

			Marv pounded the trashcannon, sending a scattershot of trash through the tunnel with a resonant boom. 

			“Flock of Rubbishes straight above us!” Dezmond cried. His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. “And we’ve got another huge Filth hot on our tail.”

			Marv pushed off, sliding his swivel chair along its track to a position at the rear of the garbage truck. Pulling back part of the hatch, he revealed a leaf blower mounted on a swivel with a scope strapped to the top. 

			Behind them, Landon saw the Filth that Dezmond had mentioned. It was even bigger than the one they had driven over, with buckteeth the size of small tree trunks. The way it ran somehow reminded Landon of Squeak. But that was about where the family resemblance ended. 

			Marv flipped a switch and the leaf blower roared to life. A powerful current of wind ripped out the back of the garbage truck, striking the huge Filth directly in its snarling face.

			Quills and dirty fur blew back, but the monster didn’t go down. In fact, it didn’t even slow. 
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			Marv reached up, dialing the leaf blower to a higher setting. His big cheeks shook with the tearing wind as he sighted down the scope. “Aaaahhhhh!”

			The wind finally caught under the massive Filth, and it lost its footing. The creature tumbled backward along the narrow road, and Landon thought its whole body was ripping apart. But wait . . . something worse was happening.

			Through the coarse, trembling hair of the Filth, a handful of smaller Toxites emerged. Then a dozen more. And then a host so large that Landon couldn’t count them. 

			“Ah!” Jade screamed. “It was carrying babies on its back!” 

			The little ones swarmed the road behind the Tox-Tank, carelessly trampling over each other, frantic to reach the vehicle. 

			“Not babies,” Marv said, letting go of the leaf blower. “That’s the size these suckers are supposed to be. But don’t worry.” He grabbed the lever to seal the hatch. “The little ones’ll never get through once I seal the Tank up tight.” 

			Crick!

			The lever snapped off in the janitor’s big hand, the hatch hanging open like a jaw agape.

			“Ah . . . great.” Marv hurled the broken lever out the back of the truck, swiveling away from his post to take up one of the trashcannons. “Somebody run the leaf blower!” 

			Landon was the first one out of his folding chair. He moved unsteadily in the back of the speeding garbage truck, met by the sounds of the rushing swarm of Toxites. Filths barked and snapped. Grimes hissed, their tongues flicking out hungrily. And a small cloud of Rubbishes cawed and clacked their beaks. 

			“Dudes!” Dezmond called from the front. “I think Monty’s struggling with those big Rubbishes up top. They’re dive-bombing him and there’s just too many!”

			“We’ve got our own problems!” Landon shouted. He was almost to the mounted leaf blower, but too late. The first wave of small Toxites were scrambling through the truck’s open hatch.

			“Fight!” Marv bellowed as he hit the trashcannon and launched another slug of garbage at a giant incoming Grime.

			Landon flicked his razor blade to its full length, slicing the nearest Grime in half. It splattered into yellowish goo as he ducked an incoming Rubbish. 

			Squeak retreated deeper into his Servite pouch, and Landon could feel him quivering and making nervous chirps. Muse and Brenda had taken shelter in their pouches also. 

			Landon couldn’t blame the little Servites. It had to be terrifying, seeing an army of things that looked like evil versions of themselves. 

			Sabra took up position on Landon’s left, a flick of vac dust pinning a handful of critters so she could send them blasting out the back with a strike from her pushbroom. 

			Jade was using a different strategy, tinkering with the empty trashcannon that Marv wasn’t operating. She had managed to get it loaded, but instead of aiming it out the side of the vehicle, she swiveled the metal bin inside the garbage truck. 

			“Look out!” she cried, slamming the back of the can the way she’d seen Marv do. The sound was deafening, and garbage sprayed in a high-speed blast, tearing apart most of the little Toxites and throwing their remains out the back. 

			From the corner of his eye, Landon saw a flash of movement. A Filth pounced from Sabra’s folding chair, leaping straight for Landon’s head. The boy didn’t have time to react, bracing himself for those terrible claws to scratch into his face. 

			Suddenly, Squeak sprang from his pouch, intercepting the Filth in a daring midair tackle. The two creatures fell to the floor in a snarling mess of fur, claws, quills, and antlers. Landon tried to kick the Filth away, but the two were entwined so tightly, he couldn’t get a clear strike. 

			Suddenly, the Filth broke away. Its body was shuddering, its dusty back arched unnaturally. 

			“Get down!” Marv yelled. 

			Landon dropped to the ground, shielding Squeak with his own body. The quivering Filth released a spray of needle-­sharp quills that buzzed over Landon’s head and clattered across the interior of the truck. 

			“That was close,” Sabra muttered, lowering her arm. Both of the girls had Filth quills buried into the sleeves of their coveralls. They’d shielded their faces with their arms, and the quills that weren’t stopped by their Glopified sleeves were stuck in their dust masks. 

			“Uhh . . . I hate to say this,” Dezmond yelled, yanking a joystick around to knock out an incoming Grime, “but Monty’s been carried off!” 
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			“What is going on with you?”

			What?” everyone shouted. 

			“Monty’s a goner,” Dezmond replied, peering straight up out of the windshield. “No, wait! I think he’s still attached to the bungee cord!” 

			Marv sighed in annoyance. “I got him.” The big janitor tried to leap to his feet but fell back into his seat with a groan. “Oh, my back . . . ” he said. “Ohhhh, my back.” 

			“Even I heard that pop,” Sabra said, pulling more Filth quills out of her dust mask and flicking them to the floor. “It reminded me of the first few pops in a bag of microwave popcorn. Ooh, have you guys ever tried kettle corn?” 

			Kettle corn? Why on earth was Sabra talking about kettle corn at a time like this? 

			“I’ll go after Monty,” Landon said. “Jade, you keep . . .” 

			He trailed off when he saw Jade Shu seated on the floor in the far corner of the truck. She’d taken off her tool belt and sat with both knees tucked against her chest. 

			“Jade!” he cried. “What are you doing? We need you!” 

			“Why?” she asked without even looking at him. “There are way too many Toxites, and we have no idea what we’re doing. Even if we do make it across the bridge, it doesn’t really matter. Bookworm turned against us, and Daisy is probably dead.” 

			“What is going on with you?” Landon cried. He’d never known Jade Shu to be so down and mopey. And Sabra—she was completely distracted, now trying to polish the side of a trashcannon with the sleeve of her coveralls. 

			“Sabra!” Landon snapped his fingers to get her attention. 

			Sabra snapped her fingers back at him. “Did you know that one time I practiced snapping so much that I gave myself a blister on the side of my finger? It made it almost impossible to hold a pencil. Do you like mechanical pencils, or the kind you have to sharpen? My dad always sharpens pencils with his pocketknife—” 

			“Sabra!” Landon cut her off. “What are you doing?” 

			“It’s the Toxite breath!” Marv suddenly shouted. “What’s Sabra’s Servite?” 

			“It’s a Shine,” Landon answered. 

			“Which means she’s most susceptible to the Grime,” Marv replied. “Grime breath causes distraction.” 

			“And Jade’s curled up in the corner over there,” Landon pointed. 

			“Rubbish breath,” Marv said. “Boredom. Makes you give up and not care. How are you feeling, kid?” 

			“I’m fine,” Landon said, trying to figure out why the other two weren’t. Wait . . . that Filth . . . 

			“We need more air freshener!” he cried. “Their masks are full of holes from the Filth spikes!” 

			Marv swiped back a wave of small Toxites with his pushbroom and rummaged for the can of vanilla air freshener.

			“I’m going up,” Landon announced, snapping a broom from his belt and aiming at the opening above. “Monty needs help.” 

			Squeak dove into his belt pouch, and Landon struck the bristles of his broom before Marv could protest. 

			His flight had way too much power, and Landon knew he couldn’t slow it down. As soon as he cleared the roof, he let go of the broom. It zoomed high overhead and out of sight as Landon dropped with a thud onto the top of the Tox-Tank. 

			Diego Montenegro was straight above him, gripped tightly in the black talons of a massive Rubbish. Its leathery bat wings beat steadily, keeping pace with Dezmond’s driving. The monster was angry, yanking on its prey again and again, only to have them both pulled a few feet down from the spring in the bungee cord. 

			“Let me go, you pedazo de basura!” Monty screamed, thrashing wildly. But the Rubbish’s talon had pinned his good arm against his side, and the pushbroom he had screwed into his brace had broken, leaving a splintery arm that didn’t seem to do much against the massive bird. 

			The wind whipped Landon’s hair and he struggled to find his balance enough to stand. Ahead, he could see the end of the tunnel—the bottom of the bucket, looming like an impassable grimy wall. And between them and their destination were still so many Toxites! 

			Landon took a shaky step forward, gripping the rod that rose from the back of the truck. But he couldn’t even reach the bungee cord from down here. It was attached to the top of the rod, which was still some fifteen feet above his head. 

			He wrapped both hands around the rod, hoping he could scurry up it. But then what? Even if he managed to get to the top, would he be strong enough to reel in Monty and that huge Rubbish?

			Flying up there and trying to pry Monty out of the monster’s grasp seemed like the best solution. But Landon’s broom was lost, and he didn’t have a spare. 

			“Use your plunger!” Jade’s voice sounded behind him. 

			Landon whirled around to see the girl’s arms and head peeking up out of the hatch. He realized she was dangling inside the truck, probably boosted halfway up by Sabra before she got distracted or preoccupied with the swarm of Toxites below. 

			“Stick your toilet plunger to the top of the Tank!” Jade shouted. 

			“Plunger?” Landon cried. What good was that going to do? 

			“The plunger makes everything weightless,” Jade explained. “If you clamp it onto the Tank, then the only weight that Rubbish will be pulling against is you.” 

			“Why is that good?” Landon cried, unclipping the toilet plunger from his belt and examining it. 

			“The bungee will yank you and the Tank right up to the Rubbish!”

			Landon looked up at her with wide eyes. How did she even think of stuff like this? That plan was absolutely crazy! 

			“If anybody can pull it off, it’s you, brother!” Jade cried. 

			A puff of pride swelled his chest and he felt important. Needed. For the first time in his life, he felt like a brother. 

			Then Jade lost her grip, falling out of sight and landing with a clang in the truck below. But Landon was already putting her plan into action. He passed the plunger to his left hand and took two shaky steps to position himself perfectly beneath the Rubbish. Then he flicked out his razor blade with his right hand and dropped into a crouch. 

			Taking a deep breath, he slammed the plunger’s red suction cup onto the metal roof of the Tox-Tank. It suctioned tightly with an audible shlep! 

			The Tox-Tank—and everything and everyone inside it—instantly became weightless. The bungee, stretched so tight and straining against the mass of the huge vehicle, suddenly contracted. 

			Landon heard Dezmond scream as the tires of the Tank left the road. The boy remained crouched, clinging to the handle of the toilet plunger as he shot up, up, up . . . 

			With perfect timing, Landon let go of the plunger and sprang upward, razor-blade sword thrusting straight above his head. 

			The Rubbish never even saw it coming. Landon’s blade pierced deep into its leathery underbelly, the boy’s momentum driving it all the way through the monster’s body. The Rubbish disintegrated into black dust that rained on Landon so thickly he couldn’t see a thing. 

			For a moment, he was free-falling. Then he felt Monty grab onto him, and they both tumbled onto the roof of the Tox-Tank. Landon wiped the dusty Rubbish remains from his eyes just in time to see Monty yank the plunger off the roof. 

			The Tox-Tank dropped, its full weight returning. The oversized tires struck the narrow bridge, and the truck almost bounced off the road, Monty and Landon clinging for dear life. With a stream of angry words, Dezmond managed to get the vehicle under control. 

			“Hahaha!” Monty hefted Landon to his feet and ruffled the boy’s hair. “I have met some real locos in my day. But you . . . ” He laughed again. “You are the craziest of them all, muchacho!” Then he pushed Landon toward the hatch in the roof. “Now, get back down there and strap yourself in.” He turned his one eye to the fast-approaching wall at the end of the bridge. “Our perilous drive soon comes to an end.” 

			Before Landon could reply, Monty shoved the boy down the hatch. 
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			“End of the road!”

			Landon landed ungracefully in the back of the truck, his coveralls protecting him from any injury. Squeak emerged from his pouch, wheezing and breathing all over him like the little critter thought he might never see his friend again. 

			“Yeah, we survived that,” Landon said, scratching the Servite’s furry head and sitting up. 

			The inside of the garbage truck was a mess. Remains of a hundred small Toxites littered the floor and spattered the walls, but it looked like the threat was over. 

			Sabra and Jade were strapping themselves into their seats while Marv carefully loaded the sack of explosive whiteboard erasers into one of the trashcannons. 

			“This is it, my dudes!” Dezmond shouted. “End of the road!” 

			“When we’re about a hundred feet out, turn the Tank broadside!” Marv instructed. 

			“Hold up,” Dezmond cried. “Which side is broad?” 

			Marv grunted in annoyance. “I mean turn the Tank sideways on the road so the right side is facing the wall.” 

			“Why didn’t you just say so, Boss?” 

			Landon scrambled to his seat and pulled the straps over his shoulders. Just in time, too. Dezmond turned the wheel sharply, the whole vehicle rocking violently as it skidded to a halt in the middle of the road. 

			Looking out the side windows, Landon saw the dirty plastic wall rising in front of them, its surface gouged and scratched from the claws of a thousand angry Toxites. 

			“Take your sweet time, Marvin!” Monty shouted sarcastically from the rooftop. “I’ll just keep fighting them off up here!” 

			Dezmond yanked the joystick, using a robotic grabber arm to bat away a big Filth that was pleased to see the truck stopped. 

			Marv squinted one eye shut, leaning over the trash­cannon. “Once I make the shot, drive us straight through the hole!” the big janitor shouted to the driver. 

			Marv muttered something that might’ve been a prayer. He let out a big sigh and thumped the back of the trash­cannon, taking the shot. 

			At the exact same moment, an enormous Grime appeared out of nowhere. One sticky bulbous foot caught the rim of the trashcannon, sending the shot upward and off target. The tightly packed sack of whiteboard erasers grazed the Toxite’s head, knocking the creature off the side of the Tank with a hiss. 

			Landon unclipped his seat belt, leaping to the window for a better view as the explosion rocked the entire tunnel. 

			“No!” Marv shouted. “No, no, no!” 

			“Uh, Boss,” Dezmond said. “I think you gotta work on your aim . . . ” 

			The explosive trash bag had done its job. There was a huge hole in the wall ahead. The only problem was that the hole was at least fifty feet above the road.

			A beam of sunlight angled down from the jagged break, and the fresh air seemed to send the angry Toxites into even more of a frenzy. Unanimously, the monsters abandoned their attacks against the Tox-Tank and began rushing for the opening. After ten years of stewing in this place, there was finally a way out of the Agitation Bucket. 

			“Are you seeing this?” Monty cried from the roof. 

			“They’re escaping,” Sabra replied, watching a host of Toxites stream past them. 

			“Not that,” Monty said. “The hole! Look!” 

			Landon turned his attention back to the hole high up on the wall. The plastic material—which must have been at least five feet thick—was sliding in on itself. Stretching like it was melting in the hot sun. 

			“The bucket is self-repairing,” Marv muttered. “Of course! That’s how it’s kept these suckers contained for so long.” 

			The Tox-Tank suddenly lurched, straightening out on the road as Dezmond accelerated toward the wall ahead. 

			“Dez?” Marv shouted. “What are you doing?” 

			“I studied every feature on this thing when I was growing up,” Dezmond shouted back. “Sixty-six-inch-high tread tires made from the same rubber as Glopified boots. That means this baby can wall climb!” 

			“Dezmond!” Marv’s voice sounded in warning. 

			“Is he really doing this?” Monty screamed from the roof. 

			“Dezmond!” Marv barked again. “It took Penny forty hours of practice to master the wall climb! She rolled the Tank straight on its back a hundred times.”

			“Well, I’ve never tried it,” Dezmond said. “So I don’t have all that negative experience holding me back.”

			“That’s not how practice works!” Sabra shouted. 

			“Fasten your seat belts, ladies and gentlemen!” Dezmond yelled. 

			The driver let go of the steering wheel with both hands. He took hold of the controls for two of the grabber arms and threw them back. The robotic grabbers responded by slamming down against the road on both sides of the truck. It was as if the vehicle did a push-up, sending the nose of the Tank straight into the air. 

			Landon probably would have fallen straight out the back of the truck if Sabra hadn’t hit him with a pinch of vac dust. The suction held him in place as the Tank’s huge tires gripped onto the wall, starting an impossible drive directly up the vertical surface. 

			“He’s doing it!” Monty cried. “He’s actually doing it! ¡Qué maravilloso! What a lovely day!” 

			From the safety of her fold-out seat, Jade reached for Landon’s hand. He squirmed against the suction of the vac dust, eventually wriggling free and scrambling to a seat of his own. 

			“Big problem,” Dezmond said. “There’s no way the Tox-Tank is fitting through that hole anymore.” 

			Landon peered out the window. He was right. The jagged gap ahead was now no larger than a common doorway. And it was getting smaller. 

			Marv turned in his swivel chair, face bright red with the rush of blood from hanging sideways in the back of the truck. He fixed his eyes on the three kids strapped to the folding seats. 

			“We got you this far,” he said, voice gravelly and somber. “Now get out there and go find Daisy.” 

			“What about you?” Jade asked. 

			“We’re turning this Tank around and putting it back where we stole it from,” Marv said. 

			Landon unclipped his seat belt, holding himself in place as the Tox-Tank slowed down on the wall. Jade and Sabra awkwardly did the same, climbing along the wall to reach the open hatch to the roof.

			“Good luck out there,” Dezmond called from the cab. “And I’m sorry you dudes had to see me get angry. I just want you to know, that’s not who I am anymore. You know, sometimes life gives you lemons. And I’ve been trying to make lemonade. Sometimes it turns out really sour because I don’t have the sugar I need in my life—”

			“Dezmond!” Marv growled. 

			“Right . . . sorry, Boss.” Dezmond saluted the three kids in the rearview mirror. “Go make lemonade out there!” 

			Landon crawled onto the vertical roof, finding a risky foothold against the rod that held Monty’s bungee. The one-armed janitor was springing off the roof, jumping straight down and using the rebound of the bungee to launch up to the shrinking hole in the wall. Midair, he swiped his new pushbroom arm, knocking Toxites back into the bucket so they couldn’t escape. 

			Sabra came flying out of the Tank’s opening, clinging tightly to a broom. Her aim was perfect, and she narrowly dodged a swooping Rubbish before sailing through the hole and out of sight. 

			“I don’t have a broom,” Landon said as Jade unclipped hers and took aim. 

			She gave him a determined look and then held out her broom so he could grip the handle with her. “Together,” she said. 

			Jade struck the bristles against the truck, and the two kids lurched into the air. Squeak ducked into his pouch, but Muse soared protectively at their side. The broom was lagging under their combined weight, and Landon thought the hole—now the size of a window—was going to close ­completely. 

			A streak of yellow caught his eye as a large Grime leapt from the wall to knock them out. 

			Diego Montenegro suddenly bungeed into view, swatting the Grime and sending it spiraling head over tail to the depths of the oversized bucket tunnel. 

			“¡Adiós, muchachos!” Monty cried. “Give ’em heck in there!” 

			Then Jade and Landon, huddled close around their shared broom, squeezed through the narrow opening, the plastic wall snapping shut just behind their bristles.
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			“Worthy of what?”

			Landon dropped into a pile of soft-looking trash for a rest. They had been hiking for hours and he was completely drenched in sweat. Using brooms to fly over the landscape would have been much less exhausting, but Sabra said it was too risky. Landon didn’t want to get spotted by a Thingama­junk either, but he was also very done with walking. “How far do you think we’ve gone?” he moaned. 

			“Miles,” Sabra said. 

			“Miles?!” Landon cried. “How big is this place?” 

			“We’ve never been this deep into the landfill before,” Jade admitted. “But Daisy told us it’s enormous. In fact, she said that only part of the landfill is exposed at any given time. There’s some sort of Glopified shovel they use to churn up more landscape.” 

			Landon threw his hands in the air. “This is hopeless. We could search for weeks and not find her.”

			“You don’t trust our Servites?” Sabra asked, peering out over the hill they were stopped on. Just as Target had been dispatched to track Bookworm, the three kids had sent Squeak, Muse, and Brenda into the trash to track Target. The little critters seemed confident, circling back every few minutes to make sure their humans were staying on the trail. 

			“I don’t know,” Landon admitted. “Maybe we should have stayed at the School of Garbage and waited for Daisy there.” 

			“Are you kidding?” Sabra cried. “The School was trashed. Literally.”

			Landon remembered. Garbage had filled the hallways and jammed the classroom doors. Daisy Gates had definitely not been there. The only sign of life had been the constant buzzing of a thousand flies over the smelly trash. At least they had been able to find the armory in the Trash Lab and restock their Glopified belts. 

			“We have to think about making camp for the night,” Jade changed the subject. “We’ve probably only got another half hour of daylight, and I don’t think it’s smart to hike in the dark.”

			Squeak suddenly appeared through the trash, twitching his long ears and looking at Landon with questioning orange eyes. 

			“You’re doing good, Squeak,” Landon said. “No sign of Bookworm?” The little Filter shook his head. “Good.” He lifted Squeak and slid him into his pouch for a rest. 

			“Good?” Jade said. “That makes it sound like Bookworm is a bad guy.” 

			“How else do you explain what he did?” Sabra asked. 

			“Bookworm’s assault was perfectly timed,” Landon added. “It seemed to be what triggered the other Thinga­ma­junks into attacking.”

			“That makes sense,” Sabra said. “Bookworm was the inside man. He was free to enter the school without setting off any alarms. He kidnapped Dr. Weizmann and held the door for the other Thinga­ma­junks to get in.” 

			“Why did the Thinga­ma­junks want to get into the school anyway?” Jade asked, running her fingers through her pink hair.

			“Maybe they were looking for something,” Landon said. “The worthy pieces, like that block of foam and the spatula . . . ” He couldn’t remember the other items. 

			“Worthy,” Sabra muttered. Brenda slithered up out of the trash and into her belt pouch. “Worthy of what? I can’t stop thinking about it.” 

			“Worthy of a second chance?” Jade guessed. “Because it was something that had been thrown away before?”

			“That soda cup we found was given a second chance, but when the people threw it away, it wasn’t deemed ­worthy,” Sabra said. “It’s only the stuff people want to keep a second time.” She turned to Landon. “What if I threw away your phone?” 

			“Umm . . . ” Landon said. “I would be very mad at you.” 

			“Why?” she said. “Your phone doesn’t even have service. It’s garbage out here.” 

			“Not to me,” Landon replied. “Once I get back to civilization, it’ll be valuable again.” 

			“What about when the battery dies?” Sabra pressed. “Would it still be valuable then?” 

			Landon rolled his eyes. “Okay. I see what you’re doing. You’re trying to see if my phone is worthy. The answer is yes. Always. And your little experiment doesn’t even work because it’s not garbage.” 

			“But it would be if I threw it away,” Sabra said. “Even if you fished it out of the trash, it was still garbage for a few seconds.” 

			“It’s not garbage,” Landon said, “because it’s valuable.” 

			“But who decides what is valuable?” Jade said, getting on board with Sabra. “To a six-year-old, an empty yogurt cup was valuable. It had worth.” 

			“I don’t see why it matters,” Landon said. “We just need to find Daisy and not die out here.” 

			“It’s a mystery,” Jade said. “This is what garbology is all about, brother. You have to look at all the clues and—”

			The ground suddenly shifted so violently that Sabra and Jade were both knocked to their knees. Landon fell back, bracing himself against whatever earthquake had just struck them. 

			Something was rising out of the trash at the bottom of the hill. As the last light of day shone through the loose, shaking trash, Landon realized what was happening. 

			They were sitting on a giant sheet of newspaper. It had to be the size of a football field, covered by a thin layer of trash. Now the newspaper was shaking off its debris and folding inward from all directions. 

			This was the Press. Daisy had mentioned this place on Landon’s first day at the School of Garbage. She’d said that the newspapers folded up at night, but she’d failed to say if they would crush you to death!

			“Brooms!” Jade shouted as Muse zoomed overhead like a bright streak in the darkening sky. 

			Flying might get them spotted by a passing Thingama­junk, but suddenly that wasn’t as important as not getting smashed. Landon unclipped his broom and slammed the bristles against the ground. But without coordinating their strategy, the three kids shot off in different directions. And getting an aerial view of the landscape only made matters worse. 

			Giant, overgrown newspapers were folding up all over the place. In the shadowy spots where the sun had already set, a couple of the sheets had already finished folding into complex origami flowers. But no matter where Landon touched down, he was going to find himself on another folding paper.

			Squeak screeched from inside his pouch, the little Filter’s antlered head barely peeking out the opening. Midflight, the boy managed to position his feet for a landing, but as soon as he touched down, he realized that he was in far worse trouble than before. 

			Landon sank knee-deep into a bog of fine coffee grounds. He slammed the broom against the ground, but its pull wasn’t strong enough to lift him free. 

			Squeak gave a whimper, and Landon looked up to realize that this bog of coffee grounds happened to be right in the middle of another sheet of newspaper. Landon saw the massive headline coming his way: 

			Big Things Unfolding on Main Street 

			He snapped his broom onto his belt, racking his brain for the most helpful tool. Maybe a pushbroom would be strong enough to knock back the incoming folds of paper. Might buy him enough time to work his legs out of the coffee grounds. 

			“Jade!” he yelled. “Sabra!” But they were nowhere in sight. Probably stuck in their own problems, about to be crushed in their own origami death traps. 

			“You gotta go, Squeak,” Landon said, voice tightening with fear. “There’s no reason for you to get trapped in here too. Go!” 

			But the brave little Filter squeaked defiantly, breathing an extra burst of energy into Landon’s face. 

			With a defiant cry, the boy thrust the pushbroom at the nearest fold of incoming newspaper. It struck, but the paper barely rippled under the magic bristles. Another fold of newspaper suddenly pressed against his back. He tried to wedge the handle of his pushbroom between the closing paper walls, but it slipped, plunging into the bog of coffee grounds beside him. 

			A rustle of trash caught Landon’s eye. He craned his neck to the side just in time to see something squeeze through the tightening folds of the newspaper. 

			It was a Thingama­junk, its garbage body sparse and thinner than usual so it could fit into this tight situation. And atop its scrappy shoulders was an iconic lunchbox-and-textbook head staring down at Landon. 

			Bookworm. 

			The Thingama­junk was grunting and huffing, squeezing down the closing fold to advance on Landon. To kill him just like he’d done to Dr. Weizmann. 

			“Get back!” Landon yelled, Squeak chirruping from his pouch. Then he remembered the first defense against a Thingama­junk. “You think you’re strong?” Landon began trash-talking. “The only strong thing about you is your rotten smell! I’m surprised that your wimpy legs can even hold up your worthless body!” 

			Worthless. Worth. Worthy. 

			There was that word again. 

			Bookworm reached Landon, his big garbage hands gripping around the boy’s chest. Was he going to squeeze Landon to death? The Press would do that in a few more seconds anyway. 

			“You’re a traitor!” Landon shouted. “And you should feel—”

			Bookworm leapt straight up, yanking Landon from the quagmire with a loud squelch! Landon’s breath caught in his throat, surprised by the strength and speed of the jump. The two figures cleared the top of the newspaper flower just as it finished closing. 

			“Get away from me!” Landon yelled, punching at Bookworm as the two of them slid down the side of the folded paper. But the Thingama­junk was too strong. With Landon clutched tightly under one strong arm, he struck off deeper into the shifting wilds of the Press. 
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			“Welcome to our little safe house.”

			Landon stopped squirming after a moment. There was really no point in trying to escape from Bookworm’s impossible grasp. Instead, he started screaming for his friends. 

			“Jade! Sabra! Jade! Sab—”

			Bookworm shifted the garbage of his body, using a dirty fuzzy slipper near his shoulder to cover Landon’s mouth. 

			The Thingama­junk moved swiftly uphill, out of the evening shadows where the Press’s newspapers had completed their nighttime origami, and into the last rays of sunlight where the pages were still actively folding. Ahead, a copy of the Herald Journal was nearly finished closing, a final flap rising through the trash to seal off a flower the size of a small house. 

			Bookworm suddenly broke into a sprint, Landon bucking and thrashing in his arms when he realized what the Thingama­junk was about to do. Springing off a mound of trash, Bookworm hurled Landon through the fast-closing flap of newspaper. 

			Landon slid across a smooth, papery floor, eyes pinched closed, waiting for the Press to press the life out of him. Instead, he heard a familiar voice. 

			“Ah, there you are. Just in time for soup.” 

			Breathing heavily, Landon opened one eye. Dr. Bernard Weizmann was hunkered over a small campfire, ladling steaming broth from a dented cooking pot. 

			Landon sat up sharply, feeling himself for any injuries but knowing that his Glopified coveralls had protected him from his fall. He was in a large, dome-shaped room—the inside of a spacious newspaper flower. And Dr. Weizmann wasn’t the only one waiting for him. 

			“You okay?” Jade asked, helping him to his feet. She and Sabra were both out of breath, which meant they must have arrived only seconds before him.

			“That was a close one, big guy,” Daisy said over Landon’s shoulder. He turned to see Bookworm sliding through the thinnest of gaps as the final flap of newspaper sealed the big room shut. 

			“Welcome to our little safe house,” Dr. Weizmann said, passing bowls of soup to Jade and Sabra. “Every paper in the Press folds differently. This 1998 edition of the Herald Journal makes for a nice, comfortable room, wouldn’t you say? It’s a fight to survive the landfill during the day, but at least we have a cozy place to sleep at night.” 

			“This place is sealed up tight until morning,” Daisy explained. “And there’s not enough trash inside this folded newspaper for any of the Thinga­ma­junks to form a body.”

			“What about . . . him?” Landon gestured suspiciously at Bookworm as he accepted a bowl of soup from Dr. Weizmann. 

			“Bookworm’s fine,” Daisy said. “Just like he always was. He didn’t turn on Dr. Weizmann. He needed him.” 

			“For what?” Jade asked. 

			“Bookworm brought me here.” Dr. Weizmann rose from his spot next to the scrap fire and crossed to the corner of the large room, where dozens of regular-sized newspapers were spread across the floor. “We’ve been hard at work for days.” He squinted, crouching to rifle through the newspapers on the floor. “How did you find us?” 

			“Our Servites were tracking Target,” Jade said. 

			At the mention of the Shine’s name, Target’s reptilian snout appeared in the opening of Daisy’s belt pouch, eyes droopy and neck weak. 

			“She’s a good girl,” Daisy said, using one finger to tickle the Shine’s head and ease her back into the pouch. “She may never walk again, poor thing, but she got me here.”

			Landon noisily slurped his first bite of soup. It was really quite delicious. 

			“How is it?” Dr. Weizmann asked without looking up from the newspapers he was sorting. 

			“Hold on,” Sabra said, hesitantly stirring her soup with a broken plastic spoon. “You’ve been living in a landfill for two days with no preparations. How did you make soup with chicken and rice?” 

			The garbologist looked up and smiled. “I peeled scraps of chicken off an old rotisserie carcass I found. The rice and vegetables were leftovers from somebody’s Thanksgiving dinner six months ago.” 

			Landon opened his mouth, letting the food dribble ungracefully back into the Styrofoam bowl. Jade subtly set her soup down on the ground beside her.

			Dr. Weizmann broke into a chuckle. “I’m kidding. But you should’ve seen your faces. Bookworm found a box with some unopened packages of freeze-dried meals, and we’ve been living on them.”

			Relieved, Landon took another bite. He was starving after so much hiking. “Why would someone throw this away?” 

			“Stuff becomes garbage in all manner of ways,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Maybe someone threw them away by accident. Maybe someone didn’t like the flavor and they didn’t want to return the unopened packages to the store.” He shrugged. “Their loss is our survival.” 

			Landon thought about what Sabra had been talking about before the newspaper attack. About why something did—or didn’t—have worth. The fact that someone may have thrown out these unopened packages of soup because they thought the flavor was gross didn’t make the soup any less valuable now. 

			“Aha!” Dr. Weizmann rose abruptly from his crouch, a newspaper clutched in both hands. 

			“What’s that?” Jade asked. 

			In the flickering firelight, Dr. Weizmann held out the paper for the kids to see. “This is the culmination of two days’ hard work. I call it the Thingama­junk Exposé.”

			“Is that just a fancy way of saying expose?” Landon asked, setting down his bowl of soup and crossing the cave to get a closer look. 

			“Comes from the same root word,” Dr. Weizmann said. “An exposé is a type of statement that exposes something secret or criminal.”

			The pages in Dr. Weizmann’s hand didn’t look like a normal newspaper. At least, Landon didn’t think so. He didn’t actually know anybody who bought a real newspaper anymore, so it was hard to say what they were supposed to look like. 

			But this one had no headlines and no pictures. Tape and glue covered the entire page. Landon squinted at the small text and realized that each word had been carefully ripped out of a different newspaper and pasted in place to make a new article. 

			“Quite an impressive piece of journalism, really,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Especially considering it was literally written by trash.” 

			“Wait . . . Bookworm wrote that?” Jade said. 

			“All fourteen pages,” Dr. Weizmann said, thumbing through the newspaper. With the expression of a proud parent, he glanced at Bookworm looming in the corner. The Thingama­junk’s textbook mouth curled up in a wonky grin. 

			“How did he do that?” Sabra asked, taking one of the pages from Dr. Weizmann for closer inspection. 

			“It was a painstaking process,” Dr. Weizmann answered. “And I was his editor in chief. After he snatched me from the Trash Lab, Bookworm kept me unconscious with green spray until we reached this little cave he knew about. I woke up in here and found myself very confused. Even more confused when Bookworm started bringing me words. He would go out in the Press and tediously rip out the words he was looking for. Then he’d dump them on my lap and expect me to sort out the message.” 

			Dr. Weizmann lowered his voice to a whisper. “I won’t make you read it because—trust me—the grammar is horrendous and the spelling is atrocious.” He raised his voice back to a normal volume. “But it’s the message that counts.” 

			“What does it say?” Landon asked. 

			“Everything we need to know.” 
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			“Something big.”

			With his stomach full of warm soup and his tired legs finally resting, Landon thought he would feel sleepy. But whether it was Squeak’s breath or the excitement of finally getting some answers, he didn’t feel the slightest hint of fatigue as he sat and listened to Dr. Weizmann. 

			“The roots of this problem actually go back a dozen years, to the Battle for Welcher,” the garbologist said. 

			Landon pictured the school and remembered his friends telling him how it had once been transported to this very landfill for an epic fight. 

			“Bookworm had taken a great liking to our little Daisy Gates,” Dr. Weizmann explained, “and we needed his help to find a very important Glopified item that was lost in the landfill.” 

			“Bookworm challenged the Hoarder,” Daisy said, taking over the story. “He was a big, mean, nasty Thingama­junk that killed others of his kind and staked their heads outside his lair.” 

			“Yikes,” Jade muttered. 

			“Bookworm beat him in combat,” Daisy continued, “and word spread among the Thinga­ma­junks. By the time Welcher Elementary plopped down in the middle of the landfill, Bookworm had earned enough respect from some of the other Thinga­ma­junks that they showed up to help us fight.”

			“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” Dr. Weizmann said. 

			“What is that supposed to mean?” Landon asked. 

			“It’s an old saying. Basically, the Thinga­ma­junks were mad that BEM workers were invading the landfill. Even though they didn’t like us, they respected Bookworm enough to team up for a battle to send the BEM back where they came from.” 

			“We were pretty excited,” Daisy said. “We thought the Thinga­ma­junks had turned to our side, but the allegiance didn’t last. Bookworm asked some of the other Thinga­ma­junks to leave the landfill and help him take people home. They treated him like he was crazy.” 

			“Because other Thinga­ma­junks can’t leave the landfill,” Sabra said. 

			“But they want to leave,” Daisy said. “And that’s really where this whole problem began.” 

			“When word got out that Bookworm knew how to leave the landfill and travel through the Glop ley lines, the other Thinga­ma­junks got jealous,” Dr. Weizmann said. He turned to the big trash monster in the corner. “Is it okay if I tell them what happened, Bookworm?” 

			The Thingama­junk nodded sheepishly, slouching his broad shoulders and tilting his head awkwardly. 

			“They ripped him apart,” Dr. Weizmann continued, anger in his voice. “For years, Bookworm was being bullied in the landfill, and we had no idea about it.” 

			Daisy sighed, getting up to go sit by Bookworm. She put a hand on his arm and spoke quietly. “If that ever happens again, you’ve gotta tell us about it, buddy. You’ve got to open up.” Bookworm nodded sadly. 

			Landon realized how strange it was for them to be asking the garbage to open up about its feelings, but hey . . . nothing about his life seemed normal anymore. 

			“Every chance they had, the other Thinga­ma­junks would surround Bookworm and disassemble him,” Dr. Weizmann continued. “They were trying to find out what made it possible for him to leave the landfill. What made him different.” 

			“The retainer, right?” Jade said. 

			“Oh, the retainer . . . ” Dr. Weizmann said. “Pulled from the trash for my collection, given to young Daisy Gates as a gift, who later gave it to Bookworm.” 

			Bookworm opened his textbook mouth wide and spat the pink dental retainer into his hand so they could see it. Definitely nothing special, Landon thought. Actually quite gross. 

			“Over the years, we have tried giving gifts to other Thinga­ma­junks,” Dr. Weizmann said, “but they never changed.” 

			“Why not?” Sabra asked. 

			Daisy shrugged. “We’ve never been able to figure that out. Maybe the other Thinga­ma­junks don’t believe they can change. Maybe receiving a gift seemed too simple a thing to bring about such a mighty transformation.”

			“And so, the conditions among the Thinga­ma­junks were perfect for a new idea to spread.” The flicker of the scrap fire highlighted Dr. Weizmann’s face dramatically. 

			“What idea?” Jade finally whispered. 

			“That humans didn’t care about the Thinga­ma­junks,” the garbologist said. “That garbage was garbage. Unwanted. Unworthy.” 

			Landon felt a chill run down his spine.

			“The idea that all the Thinga­ma­junks could become like Bookworm, if only they could get a human to feel some real care for them,” Dr. Weizmann finished. 

			“Is that true?” Sabra asked. “Could we actually make the Thinga­ma­junks friendly with our feelings?” 

			Daisy shrugged. “It’s hard to feel anything other than fear and hatred toward the Thinga­ma­junks because they’re always attacking us.”

			“Who gave the Thinga­ma­junks this idea?” Jade asked. But Landon already knew the answer. 

			Daisy reached out and set a smoothed scrap of once-­crumpled paper on the ground. Scrawled on the piece was the symbol of an old key. 

			“The Locksmith,” Landon muttered. 

			“We don’t know who or where he is, or how he found the Thinga­ma­junks,” Daisy said. “But Bookworm explains in his article that the Locksmith was the one who put the idea of worth into the minds of the Thinga­ma­junks. For months now, the Thinga­ma­junks have been obsessed with finding value in the eyes of humans.” 

			“But there was a problem,” Dr. Weizmann cut in. “The humans are all out there,” he gestured vaguely into the distance, “far outside the landfill.” 

			“Bookworm says the Locksmith created the Stink Spores,” Daisy said. “He teamed up with the Thinga­ma­junks to develop them right here in the landfill, where the trash is active and the raw Glop flows. The Stink Spores were designed to travel on the wind, but the landfill is so far from civilization that the Locksmith worried the spores would die out before finding viable garbage they could attach to. So the Thinga­ma­junks planted the Stink Spores on our very own garbology students—like the ones on Landon Murphy’s shoes—so we would track them into civilization. From there, the wind did the rest, multiplying and spreading as fast as the weather.” 

			“But why did they want these Stink Spores to spread?” Sabra asked. 

			“To create Junklets,” Dr. Weizmann explained. “Since the Thinga­ma­junks couldn’t leave the landfill to seek human approval, the Locksmith promised that he would create another way. Bookworm’s article says that the Junklets are operating under the Locksmith’s instructions. Their sole purpose is to present pieces of trash to humans so they can find out what has worth to them.” 

			“When the gifts are not accepted,” Daisy said, “the Junklets get angry and trash the place.” 

			“But when a person does accept their gift,” Dr. Weizmann added, “the Junklets leave a simple explanation of why they have taken the item.” 

			“Worthy,” Jade whispered. 

			“Okay,” Sabra said. “But what do the Junklets do with the worthy pieces that they take?”

			Dr. Weizmann shared a nervous glance with Daisy. 

			“That’s the scary part,” Daisy said, her voice barely above a whisper. “The Thinga­ma­junks are building something.” 

			“Something big,” Dr. Weizmann added. 

			“They’ve been using this symbol to spread the word about it to each other.” Daisy pointed at the scrap of paper with the scribbled key. “Bookworm says the keys that have been graffitied across the landfill are like guideposts, pointing the way to the valley where it’s being constructed.” 

			“It’s not far from here,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Bookworm took us to see it last night, but only from a safe distance.” 

			“What are they building?” asked Landon. 

			“They’re calling it the Mega­la­junk,” Dr. Weizmann said. “It has the basic humanoid form of a Thingama­junk, but it’s bigger than anything I’ve ever seen in the landfill.”

			“The Junklets have figured out how to send all the worthy trash through the Glop ley lines, where it gets collected by the Thingamajunks and used to construct the Mega­la­junk.” 

			“So Dean’s little yogurt cup, ” Jade said, “and Mrs. Stevens’s stapler—all those went into building the Megala­junk’s body?” 

			“Not just that one yogurt cup,” Daisy said, “but maybe every single yogurt cup in the country that’s been thrown away in the last week.” 

			“See, once the Junklets determine that something is worthy,” Dr. Weizmann said, “then the Thinga­ma­junks think that item must be universally valuable.” 

			“That’s why we didn’t find any other yogurt cups in the cul-de-sac trash at Grandsville,” Sabra realized. “They had all been taken for the Mega­la­junk.” 

			This actually sort of made sense. Landon leaned back as all the pieces started coming together in his head. “How close are they to finishing this thing?”

			Dr. Weizmann looked grave. “Too close. Bookworm says they’re missing only one piece. Which is why he kidnapped me.” 

			The garbologist reached into his tweed jacket and pulled out an item that Landon immediately recognized. It was one of the worthy items that the trash teams had recovered—the rusty old padlock, twinkling in the dying light of the campfire. 

			“This is the heart of the Mega­la­junk. The final piece.” 

			“What’s so special about that old lock?” Sabra asked.

			Daisy suddenly pulled a flashlight from her tool belt. Landon wondered why she hadn’t been using it earlier. Then she flicked it on, but the bulb barely lit up. 

			“I think your batteries are dead,” he pointed out. This was why it was always better to use his phone’s flashlight.

			Daisy angled the flashlight toward Dr. Weizmann, and suddenly a bright beam of light streamed out, falling exclusively on the lock in the garbologist’s hand. 

			“Glopified,” Daisy said. 

			“The flashlight, or the lock?” Jade asked. 

			“Both,” Daisy explained. “This flashlight has the ability to highlight magical items. The way it’s shining right now tells us that the lock in Dr. Weizmann’s hand is not ordinary. It’s been Glopified.” 

			“What does it do?” Sabra asked. 

			“We have no way of knowing exactly,” Dr. Weizmann said. “This lock is at least fifty years old. I never heard of any warlocks Glopifying locks like this back in the day.”

			“What does that mean?” Landon asked. 

			“It means this item is one of a kind,” Dr. Weizmann continued. “It means that whoever Glopified it did so with a specific purpose in mind.” 

			“The Locksmith?” Sabra asked. 

			Dr. Weizmann merely shrugged. “Did the Locksmith Glopify it and then lose it somehow? Or is he trying to use someone else’s handiwork?” 

			“And he created the Junklets to search for it,” Jade said. 

			“Whatever the case,” Dr. Weizmann said, “this unique lock is the heart of the Mega­la­junk. Bookworm recognized it as soon as we brought it back to the Trash Lab. The other Thinga­ma­junks knew it was close and they were rallying to make an attack on the school. Bookworm barely got ahead of them.” 

			“Did he really have to knock you out like that?” Sabra said. “Why didn’t he just take the lock and run?” 

			Dr. Weizmann pointed at the long, detailed Thingama­junk Exposé. “Bookworm needed me to help him write this! He needed us to know what the Mega­la­junk is designed to do!”

			“What can it do?” Landon asked.

			“The Thinga­ma­junks think it will grant their freedom,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Once the lock is clipped in place, the Mega­la­junk will come alive. It will be unstoppable, and it will carry the Thinga­ma­junks to the Locksmith.” 

			“What’s he going to do for them?” Jade asked. 

			“What does every lock need?” Dr. Weizmann answered with a question. He pointed to the scrap of paper with the symbol of the Locksmith. 

			“A key,” Sabra answered. 

			“Bingo!” The garbologist snapped his fingers. “The Lock­smith has been planning this entire thing because he has the key to this Glopified lock. According to Bookworm’s article, once the Mega­la­junk carries the Thinga­ma­junks to the Locksmith, he will use his key to open the Mega­la­junk’s heart. The huge creature will collapse, and every Thingama­junk will take a piece of its body into their own. They’ll undergo a great change and be free to travel the world just like Bookworm. All because a piece of them is considered valuable by a human.” 

			“Whoever has the key controls the Mega­la­junk,” Daisy said. “And whoever controls the Mega­la­junk will control all of the Thingamajunks. They won’t be freed—at least, not in the way they’re thinking. They might gain the ability to leave the landfill, but they will be under the Locksmith’s control.”

			“Then we have to destroy the lock,” Jade said. “Break the Mega­la­junk’s heart so it can never wake up.” 

			“We tried that already,” Daisy said, finally switching off her flashlight. “Glopified objects are not always easy to destroy.” 

			“Hide it, then,” Sabra suggested. “Bury it somewhere the Thinga­ma­junks can’t reach.” 

			“Or,” Dr. Weizmann grinned, “we use the lock as bait.” 

			Landon didn’t like the sound of that. The last time they’d baited something—the Stink Spores—the night had ended in a huge fight with an angry Junklet. 

			“The valley where the Mega­la­junk is being built is inaccessible right now,” Dr. Weizmann continued. “Too many Thinga­ma­junks working on it, churning around in the trash like guards. But once the lock has been placed in the Mega­la­junk’s heart, Bookworm tells us that every single Thingama­junk will gather onto the Mega­la­junk so they can go meet the Locksmith.” 

			Dr. Weizmann leaned forward, the glow of the trash-fire coals bathing his face in red. “Tomorrow morning, Bookworm and I will march into the open with the lock. I’ll explain to the Thinga­ma­junks that the Locksmith has sent me to install the Mega­la­junk’s heart, but I need their help to carry me up. The Thinga­ma­junks in the valley should swarm to my position.” 

			“And that’s when we strike,” Daisy said, her voice low and focused. “Bookworm has analyzed the Mega­la­junk’s construction, and we have a plan.”

			Landon leaned forward, excited by her determination. 

			“There are four structural weak points in that huge body,” Daisy said. “If we take out all four of these pieces within thirty seconds, the whole body should come crumbling down.” 

			“What are they?” Jade asked.

			“First is a blue water barrel in the left ankle,” Daisy said. “Second is a torn lampshade in the right knee; third, a black office chair in the belly; and finally, we’ll need to knock out an old dog kennel in its neck. Four targets. Four of us.”

			“Wait . . . ” Landon said. “You’re going to let us help you fight?” 

			“Of course,” Daisy said. “We’ve been waiting for help out here.” 

			“Even if it’s just a group of kids?” Jade asked.

			“Hey, we’re not the stuck-up BEM,” Dr. Weizmann said. “I know firsthand what a powerful impact a kid can make.” He glanced proudly at Daisy Gates.

			She clenched her hands into fists. “Tomorrow we bring down that Mega­la­junk and put an end to this.” 
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			“Let’s review the plan.”

			Landon caught his first glimpse of the Megalajunk and gulped. The thing was far bigger than he had imagined. It stood at the bottom of a shallow valley of trash, its numerous random parts glinting in the early-morning sunlight.

			Not random parts, Landon reminded himself. Every piece of the Mega­la­junk’s figure had been carefully curated by the Junklets acting under the mysterious Locksmith’s direction. Months of work had led to this moment—when the creature’s locked heart would be installed and the behemoth would come alive to usher the Thinga­ma­junks into freedom. 

			Dr. Weizmann’s voice crackled through the walkie-talkie in Daisy’s hand, volume low. “Any questions about the plan?” 

			Once the newspaper safe house had unfolded in the morning, Daisy and Bookworm had led the kids about fifteen minutes outside the Press before crouching behind a couple of busted bookshelves at the top of the Mega­la­junk’s valley. But Dr. Weizmann had gone a different route. 

			“I’m freaked out by the way it’s just standing there,” Jade whispered, eyes wide as she peered around their cover at the Mega­la­junk in the distance. “I feel like it should be lying down until it wakes up.” 

			She had a point. It looked like someone had pulled the plug on a giant robot from a sci-fi movie, powering it down right where it stood. Long arms slumped at its sides, and its massive head had lolled slightly forward.

			“I didn’t think it would be so big,” Sabra added. So Landon wasn’t the only one. 

			“Don’t let its size intimidate you,” Daisy said. “Weak points are weak points. This monster is going down.” She lifted the walkie-talkie and gave their reply. “We’re ready.” 

			“Aren’t you going to tell me to break a leg?” said Dr. Weizmann. 

			“I thought it was our job to break that thing’s legs,” Landon whispered. 

			“‘Break a leg,’” Jade chuckled. “It’s a thing you say to actors instead of ‘good luck.’”

			“Send Bookworm out,” Dr. Weizmann said. “It’s time to start the show.” 

			Daisy turned to the friendly Thingama­junk at her side. “All right, buddy. Go get ’em.” 

			In a flash, Bookworm’s trash body collapsed into a lifeless heap. A moment later, Landon heard a roar echoing from the valley. He peered around their shelter to see Bookworm re-formed about a hundred yards downhill. The Thingama­junk was grunting and waving his trash arms in a highly animated manner. As far as acting went, Landon thought he might be overdoing it. But then again, he knew nothing about the way Thinga­ma­junks communicated with each other. And communicating was exactly what Bookworm was doing. 

			His loud sounds and exaggerated movements had captured the attention of the nearest Thinga­ma­junks. And now Landon could see that Bookworm was pointing to the north end of the valley, dropping onto his knuckles and loping off in that direction. The others went after him, drawing more and more followers as they ran, until the entire valley looked like a wave of moving trash. 

			Squinting north, Landon saw a huge, magically overgrown mug with a broken handle. And stepping out of it, the buckles of his overalls glinting in the sunlight, was Dr. Bernard Weizmann. 

			“Timing is everything,” Daisy whispered. “Once he gives the signal, we move out. Let’s review the plan.” 

			Landon turned his attention back to the dormant Mega­la­junk. He knew what they had to do, but seeing it now was much more intimidating than talking about it in the safety of the folded newspaper safe house.

			“I’m taking out that blue water barrel in the left ankle,” Jade said. 

			“I’ll get the lampshade in the right knee,” Sabra said. 

			“I’m going for the office chair that’s holding up its torso,” Daisy said. 

			“And I’ll knock out that old dog kennel in its neck,” Landon said. 

			“Everybody got your flyswatters?” Daisy asked. Landon reached down and felt the handle sticking out of his janitorial belt next to Squeak’s pouch. 

			“Keep your zippers up and move fast,” Daisy said. “All four of our attacks have to happen within thirty seconds or the Mega­la­junk will restructure its body and won’t go down. When it does, no amount of monologuing from Dr. Weizmann will keep the Thinga­ma­junks’ attention, so get out fast.”

			“How long do you think it will take them to rebuild it?” Sabra asked. 

			“Not long enough, I’m guessing,” Daisy replied. “Now that they’ve gathered enough worthy pieces, it might be only a couple of days.”

			“Then what?” Jade asked. 

			Daisy looked very somber for a moment. Then she tried to paste on an optimistic smile. “Then we knock it down again. Whatever it takes to buy us more time until we figure out how to destroy it.” 

			Landon wondered how many times this plan would work. How long could they keep the lock safe in a dangerous game of keep-away with so many Thinga­ma­junks? 

			“We need to communicate with each other,” Daisy said. “Give verbal confirmation when you hit your target.”

			Daisy’s Shine poked her lazy head out of her Servite pouch. 

			“Not you, Target,” Daisy said, patting the creature’s head. She turned back to the three kids. “Don’t be afraid to call for help if you miss. But make sure your walkie-talkies stay on channel three.” 

			Landon checked the knob at the top of the little radio clipped onto his belt. 

			“Dr. Weizmann is on channel one,” Daisy reminded them. “If you accidentally communicated on his frequency, you would basically announce our plan to all of the Thinga­ma­junks around him.”

			Landon glanced at the garbology professor on the north end of the valley. The wave of Thinga­ma­junks was washing around him on all sides, surrounding him in a sea of living trash. In a moment, Landon could no longer see Dr. Weizmann, but then his voice crackled through Daisy’s walkie-talkie on channel one. 

			“Greetings, mighty Thinga­ma­junks! Your freedom is finally at hand!” 

			There was a lot of rustling and grunting, and Landon realized that Dr. Weizmann must have taped the button down on his walkie-talkie so he could talk through it without using his hands. 

			“After digging through innumerable piles of trash,” Dr. Weizmann continued, “the heart of your mighty Mega­la­junk has at last been found! Behold the lock that shall awaken your creation!” 

			This sent up such a loud uproar from the Thingama­junks that Landon didn’t even need the walkie-talkie to hear it. He couldn’t see Dr. Weizmann, but he imagined the garbologist holding out the rusty lock. 

			“It’s working,” Daisy whispered, peering around the broken bookshelf. Landon looked over her shoulder to see the final remnants of trash moving off to the north. He saw actual bare earth—hard-packed soil littered with only a few scraps. Nothing like the carpet of trash that had covered the valley when they had arrived. A moment more and the Mega­la­junk would be left completely unguarded.

			“My friends, my friends!” Dr. Weizmann’s voice sounded through Daisy’s radio. The hubbub of excitement quieted just enough for Landon to hear what the garbologist was saying.

			“You have waited a long time for this day,” he continued. “At last, the Locksmith has sent me to make sure this lock is properly installed in the heart of your creation.”

			“Close now,” Daisy whispered. “Let’s see how long he can keep their attention.”

			“We only need thirty seconds,” Sabra pointed out. 

			Dr. Weizmann’s voice returned through the walkie-talkie. “Soon, the Mega­la­junk will carry you to the Locksmith, who will unlock your freedom!” he shouted to the Thinga­ma­junks. “But first . . . we have some housekeeping things to talk about before we head down to the Mega­la­junk. Some basic safety rules, now that you’re all here.”

			“That’s the signal.” Daisy clicked the knob on her walkie-talkie to channel three, cutting off Dr. Weizmann as he continued his distracting monologue to the Thinga­majunks. 

			Landon checked the zipper on his protective coveralls and scratched the top of Squeak’s head, the fuzzy little Filter safely stowed in his Servite pouch. 

			Daisy gave the three kids a sharp nod. “Let’s move.”
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			“Time’s up!”

			The four of them broke from the cover of the damaged bookshelves, Landon unclipping his broom as they ran. Every step closer made the Mega­la­junk look bigger. Landon’s target—the old dog kennel that supported its neck—seemed impossibly far away. He reminded himself that there was a reason he’d been picked to knock out the farthest weak spot. Landon was a Filter kid; Squeak’s breath made him the most athletic and agile of the group.

			Landon was the first to take flight, launching upward on a path to the Mega­la­junk’s head. Daisy took off a few steps behind him, but Sabra and Jade stayed on the ground. As Landon soared higher, he glanced northward to the sea of distracted Thinga­ma­junks. From this angle, he could actually see Dr. Weizmann holding out the rusty lock for the Thinga­ma­junks’ inspection. 

			Boom!

			The sound echoed through the valley, louder than the excited hubbub of the Thinga­ma­junks. Landon looked down to see that Jade Shu had just struck her target. 

			“Direct hit to the left ankle!” Jade’s voice sounded through the walkie-talkie clipped on Landon’s belt. 

			The clock was ticking now. Everything had to happen in the next thirty seconds. Below, Sabra took flight for the right knee. But the sound of Jade’s Glopified flyswatter had definitely caught the attention of the Thinga­ma­junks at the north end of the valley. The ones on the outer edge of the crowd were turning back toward their precious Mega­la­junk. And the sight of four humans flying toward it sent those Thinga­ma­junks into an obvious panic.

			Landon didn’t let it distract him. He was still on course, probably only five seconds out. 

			Boom! 

			“I took out the knee!” Sabra’s voice cried through the walkie-talkie. Her attack must have been very effective, because the entire figure of the Mega­la­junk suddenly jerked to the right like a stumbling man trying to catch himself.

			Landon was off target now, suddenly finding himself sailing over the Mega­la­junk’s left shoulder. He reached out, trying to grab a piece of the trash so he could pull himself in, but it was too far. He had only one choice. 

			Landon let go of the broom. It soared away from him, and he dropped, tumbling into the Mega­la­junk’s left ­shoulder. 

			Boom! 

			That would be Daisy, striking the office chair in the Megalajunk’s stomach. Her voice sounded through the walkie-talkie.

			“That’s three targets down,” Daisy said. “You’ve got ten seconds left, Murphy! And the Thinga­ma­junks are closing in!”

			Landon grunted, fueled by his determination to knock out his target in time. 

			He was stuck. 

			Landon’s right leg was wedged between a metal filing cabinet and an old piano bench. He strained against it, but his hard tumble onto the Megalajunk’s shoulder had lodged him tightly. 

			Frantic, Landon unclipped the walkie-talkie from his belt, raising it to his lips. Just as he pressed the button, the huge Mega­la­junk shifted again. The little radio slipped from Landon’s hand and clattered down, down . . . falling through the structural trash of the Mega­la­junk’s body until it came to rest, teetering on the edge of a paint can about twenty feet below him. 

			“Squeak!” Landon cried. The Filter chirped, obviously thinking the same thing as Landon. Squeak leapt from his pouch, bounding down through the garbage to find the walkie-talkie. 

			Landon fumbled with his belt until he found the handle of his Glopified toilet plunger. Unclipping it, he suctioned the red cup to the top of the filing cabinet and felt the item become weightless. With a jerk, he pulled it free, sliding his leg out and crawling to safer ground higher onto the Mega­la­junk’s shoulder. 

			He released the plunger’s grip, stowing the Glopified tool into his belt as he drew the flyswatter. Then he rose on shaky legs and turned his attention to the Mega­la­junk’s stout neck. Landon spotted the dog-kennel target. If he leaned around the front of the Mega­la­junk’s body, he might be able to reach it. 

			Far below, he saw the army of Thinga­ma­junks swarming the base of their creation. Jade, Sabra, and Daisy were down there, drawing weapons to buy him time. They were facing off with the incoming rush of trash-like ants standing before a tidal wave.

			Landon edged out along the Mega­la­junk’s neck and froze. There was a man there. No—not a man. A monster. 

			The figure was standing on the Mega­la­junk’s other shoulder, crouched in a defensive pose. His entire body was covered in silvery scales almost like Sabra’s Shine. Bulbous eyes stared out of a face that was only half human, and a long, black tongue flicked out of his mouth as if he were tasting the air. His clothes were ragged scraps, his scaly head shiny in the sunlight. And a long, serpentine tail flicked the trash behind him. 

			The Locksmith. 

			It had to be. And Landon felt petrified under the monster’s gaze. 

			The Megalajunk suddenly lurched again, and Landon nearly toppled from its neck. He clung with both hands, pushing himself back to find better footing on the ­shoulder. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Daisy’s voice sounded through a walkie-talkie right behind him. “Time’s up! We’ve got to get out of here.” 

			Landon turned to find Squeak holding the walkie-talkie in his mouth, big orange eyes anxious, long ears twitching. 

			Heart pounding, Landon glanced across the Mega­la­junk, but the monster was gone. For a moment, he wondered if he had actually seen it. He wondered if that frightful being could have been merely a trick of the trash.

			The Mega­la­junk shifted yet again. Landon realized it must have been reinforcing the three weak spots that Daisy, Sabra, and Jade had taken out. Rebuilding itself stronger because Landon hadn’t reached his target in time. 

			Snatching the walkie-talkie from Squeak’s mouth, Landon pressed the button and shouted, “I need more time! I didn’t get mine!” 

			“Too late for that, kid.” This time it was Dr. Weizmann’s voice through the radio. “The Thinga­ma­junks know exactly what we’re up to and they’re closing on you fast.” 

			“What do we do, then?” Landon cried. 

			“Get yourself to safety before this thing wakes up,” Dr. Weizmann answered. 

			“But the lock . . . ” Landon stammered. “It won’t come alive. It doesn’t have the heart.” 

			“They got the lock,” Daisy’s voice replied. “Took it from Bernard the second they realized he was lying. You’ve got an army of Thinga­ma­junks heading your way. They’re going to place that lock, and this thing’s going to wake up. Get out of there, Murphy!” 

			“But . . . ” Landon protested. Had they really lost? All because he hadn’t hit his target in time? The Thinga­ma­junks would install the heart and ride the Mega­la­junk to—

			“Squeak!” Landon cried, clipping the walkie-talkie into his belt. “We can’t leave. I saw the Locksmith. He’s already here. He’s just waiting for the Thinga­ma­junks to put the lock in place and then he’ll use his key to control them all. We’ve got to stop him.” 

			He couldn’t say this into the walkie-talkie. The others would try to talk him out of it. They might not even believe that he had seen the Locksmith up here—­someone so strange and terrifying. 

			Landon glanced again to the other shoulder. There was still no sign of the weird creature. Probably already moving into position. 

			Landon dropped to one knee and looked right at Squeak. “When you were down there looking for the walkie-talkie, did you see the spot where they’re going to put the heart?” 

			Squeak thumped his back foot and twitched his ears in an excited way. Landon took a deep, determined breath, filled with energy from his Filter. “Lead the way,” he said. “We’re gonna get that lock back.” 
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			“No! Help!”

			Landon wriggled his way down between a cluster of yogurt cups and another water barrel. Following Squeak was no easy task. The Filter could squeeze through the tiniest gaps, while Landon had to find other paths around. And it didn’t help that the Mega­la­junk was shifting. 

			It wasn’t alive yet—at least, Landon hoped not. But the panicked updates he was hearing through his walkie-talkie explained that hundreds of Thinga­ma­junks were climbing up the Mega­la­junk’s legs, escorting the lock to its valuable place at their creation’s heart. Readying themselves for the ride to meet the Locksmith. 

			Landon didn’t answer the walkie-talkie, even though his friends and teachers were screaming at him through it. 

			He scrambled down a slope of trash and dropped to his knees, crawling through a narrow opening and suddenly finding himself inside a room. 

			Squeak stopped, wheezing out energizing breath. This was it. 

			The heart chamber.

			It was strangely quieter in here. The chamber was no bigger than his bedroom, with tightly packed walls that would be impossible to pass through. The floor was a series of scratched and dented dining tables that overlapped to form a relatively flat surface. The room was empty except for a sturdy metal chain that dangled from the ceiling. It swayed gently with the movement of the Mega­la­junk, the bottom link level with Landon’s head. 

			That had to be where the Thinga­ma­junks were going to clip the lock. Unless Landon stopped them first. 

			“Good job, Squeak.” Landon scratched his Filter between the stubby antlers. “Now we just need to wait for the Thinga­ma­junks to get up here so we can take them by surprise and grab that lock.”

			A Thingama­junk suddenly exploded through the floor, slamming into Landon and sending him tumbling across the heart chamber. He rolled to a stop against a broken chair, a sharp pain searing his ribs. Reaching up, he realized that his coveralls had unzipped a few inches during his climb down. He pulled the zipper tight again, but it didn’t help with the pain. 

			Two more Thinga­ma­junks had arrived in the heart chamber. The one in the middle reached into its torso and pulled something out. In the slivers of sunlight that found their way through the gaps in the heart chamber, Landon saw what the creature was holding. 

			The lock. 

			With a battle cry, Landon unclipped his pushbroom and lunged sideways across the uneven floor. The bristles struck the middle Thingama­junk in the lower leg and sent it flying against the far wall, the lock dropping to the hard floor with a clunk. 

			Squeak pounced on it, trying first to grab it in his mouth. When the lock proved too heavy, he hooked one short antler through the U-shaped top of the lock and bounded over to Landon. 

			The boy snatched the lock from his Servite, using the pushbroom to send a second Thingama­junk flying. His back was to the wall, but if he could dive out of the room’s little opening he might have a chance—

			The wall behind him suddenly seemed to grow arms as a Thingama­junk moved through the trash and wrapped around him. Landon thrashed, screaming out, trying to wield his pushbroom against his attacker. The long handle snagged on the wall, and the Thingama­junk brought its arm down, splintering the shaft. Landon dropped the broken handle. Useless . . . 

			The Thingama­junk pulled him back, pinning both of the boy’s arms to his sides. Another Thingama­junk crossed the room toward him, its head a cracked picture frame with a broken flip-flop sandal magically suspended in the middle. 

			“No!” Landon cried as the sandal-frame Thingama­junk pried the rusty lock out of his grasp. “No! Help!” 

			Sandal-frame turned ceremoniously toward the dangling chain, taking a reverent step toward it. Squeak gave a valiant cry, pouncing toward the outstretched lock. But another Thingama­junk swatted him out of the air like a pesky fly. 

			“Squeak!” Landon cried as the Servite rolled across the floor, a crumpled ball of bluish fur. Squeak’s side rose and fell in labored breaths. At least the little Filter was still alive. 

			Sandal-frame gripped the bottom of the chain, its strong fingers popping the link and bending the loop open. The Thinga­ma­junks threaded the lock onto the open link, bending the loop shut with a mighty pinch. 

			A surge of power shot through the Mega­la­junk’s enormous body. It was electric. Magical. Terrifying. 

			Landon stopped thrashing, and the Thingama­junk holding him loosened its grip. 

			The Thingama­junk at the entrance suddenly broke apart as someone slid into the room. Landon tensed, expecting to see the Locksmith coming to use his controlling key. Instead, Landon saw . . . 

			“Jade?!” 

			The girl sprang to her feet, knocking back two more Thinga­ma­junks. A third one appeared behind her, but suddenly Sabra was there, trash-talking it until it was pinned against the far wall. 

			A bright flash of color soared over Landon’s head. Muse slammed into the face of the Thingama­junk holding the boy, knocking Landon’s captor to scraps. 

			“You wouldn’t answer your walkie,” Jade said. “So we came to see what happened to you.”

			“Figured we should at least collect your body,” Sabra said. “But apparently, you didn’t die.” 

			Landon rushed over to Squeak, scooping up the injured Servite. Squeak turned his fuzzy face upward in a weak grin. Carefully, Landon lowered Squeak into his Servite pouch. As he did, the boy’s fingertips brushed something pokey in the bottom of the spacious pouch. What was in there with Squeak? 

			Landon suddenly remembered. And with that memory came a wild and risky plan. 

			Landon rose, staring at the lock heart as it swung gently like the pendulum of an old clock, counting down the minutes until the Locksmith seized control of all the Thinga­ma­junks. 

			“We’ve got company,” Sabra said, as a new Thingama­junk squeezed through the wall and took a swing at her. 

			“Let’s go!” Jade cried, but Landon wasn’t listening. Open­ing the lock was the final step in taking control of the Thinga­ma­junks. But that didn’t mean Landon had to have a key. 

			He plunged his hand into Squeak’s pouch, carefully reaching past the injured Filter to grab the bent bobby pins at the bottom. He grabbed the swaying lock, hands moving quickly, steadily . . . 

			Landon was picking the lock.

			“What are you doing?” Sabra shouted at him, falling under the grasp of a Thingama­junk. Jade moved over to help her, but two more of the trash creatures had arrived. 

			Landon stayed focused on his task. This was an old lock. Pretty simple. The rust made the bobby pins feel clunky, but every second loosened it more. 

			Jade knocked back two Thinga­ma­junks and released a string of trash talk at the third. It backed away for only a second before breaking past the verbal assault and striking the girl so hard she flew across the chamber. 

			Landon felt a Thingama­junk grab his shoulder. He twisted the bobby pin in his left hand. There it was. 

			Click. 

			The lock sprang open in his hand. There was a surge of magic like before, but this time it seemed to draw inward. Into the lock, still loosely looped through the chain. 

			Then the floor fell out from under him. Landon clung to the dangling open lock, Jade and Sabra crying out as they went down. The Thingama­junk grabbing his shoulder fell too. And then everything began to crumble. 

			The Mega­la­junk groaned like a massive train screeching to a halt. Its giant body lost cohesion, collapsing inward on itself. Landon shut his eyes, gripping the open lock with both hands. 

			Then down, down, down he went. 
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			“That equals a hundred and ten percent.”

			Landon’s eyes fluttered open, and the first thing he saw was Squeak, sitting on his chest. The valiant little Servite was wheezing breaths of energy straight into the boy’s face. But Landon still felt terrible. Why did he feel like someone had played Ping-Pong with his head? 

			It suddenly all came rushing back to him: the Mega­la­junk. Picking the Glopified lock. Falling, ­falling . . . 

			He sat up sharply, Squeak diving off his chest. Landon was in a bed with clean white sheets pulled over his legs. He recognized the walls around him to be part of the School of Garbage, but he’d never been in this room before. Whatever scraps of trash had once littered this room must have been cleared out, leaving him to recover in a tidy space. 

			Squeak squeaked a few excited sounds, leaping off the bed and darting through the open doorway. A second later, Jade Shu came skipping into the room, followed closely by Sabra and Daisy. 

			“You’re awake!” Jade cried. “How do you feel? Can you move your legs? Can you move your arms? Can you move your head?” 

			Landon gave his whole body an experimental wiggle to find that everything worked. “I’m fine,” he said. “Just a little sore. But what happened?” 

			“You did something,” Dr. Bernard Weizmann said, appearing in the doorway. His face was badly bruised, and he stood in a way that favored an injured leg. “You did something that was fifty percent stupid, fifty percent courageous, and ten percent ingenious.” 

			“Umm . . . ” Sabra said. “That equals a hundred and ten percent.” 

			“Well, I’d say that’s what Landon gave it,” Dr. Weizmann said, limping into the room. 

			“The lock!” Landon said, suddenly panicked. 

			Dr. Weizmann reached into his jacket and pulled it out. Stepping forward, he set it on the edge of the bed. 

			“You were holding onto that thing so tightly when we dug you out of the trash,” Daisy said. 

			“I don’t remember,” Landon admitted, rubbing a sore spot on the back of his head. He picked up the rusty old lock, turning it over in his hand. “I’m glad the Thinga­ma­junks didn’t take it.”

			“Oh, they didn’t have much interest in the lock after you gave them what they wanted,” Daisy said. 

			“I don’t understand,” Landon replied. 

			“We’re not sure we do either,” Dr. Weizmann said. “All we know is what we saw, along with whatever gaps Book­worm could fill in for us. When you opened that lock, the Mega­la­junk came tumbling down, and every Thingama­junk in the landfill wanted a piece of it. After all, that’s what the Locksmith had promised them.” 

			“Bookworm even took a piece,” Daisy said. 

			“A little yogurt cup with stickers on it,” Jade added. “The same one that little Dean had saved for his rock collection.” 

			“You know what was in those scraps of Mega­la­junk trash?” Daisy asked. “You know what spread into every single Thingama­junk when they took a piece of it?” 

			“Worth,” Dr. Weizmann answered. “Value.” 

			“But not in the way the Locksmith had intended,” Daisy continued. “It happened to Bookworm more than ten years ago. I thought he changed when I gave him that pink retainer. Even though it was valuable to me, it didn’t really mean anything to him.” 

			“Then what changed him?” Landon asked. 

			“Bookworm changed himself,” Daisy answered. “After I gave him the retainer, Bookworm was curious enough to follow me. I got into some trouble, and he decided to save me. Bookworm did something I couldn’t do for myself, and he realized that he had value. Not because I thought he did, but because he thought it about himself.”

			“The Thinga­ma­junks spent all this time constructing the Mega­la­junk out of stuff that other people found valuable,” Dr. Weizmann said. “The Locksmith put this idea into their heads and told them it was important. He promised to use the key to grant their freedom. But that freedom was going to be based on his rules. As long as they did what the Locksmith wanted, they’d be free to leave the landfill. See, that’s not freedom at all. It’s control. And when someone else is controlling or manipulating you, you don’t find value in yourself. You only find value in the way that other person sees you. You feel unworthy, as if your worth is tied to the way another person views you.” 

			“But then you came along,” Daisy said to Landon. “You opened the Mega­la­junk’s lock without a key. Without conditions. You basically granted every Thingama­junk its freedom with no strings attached. And when they picked up the fallen pieces of the Mega­la­junk . . . they changed. The Thinga­ma­junks realized they had built this mighty creation—this Mega­la­junk. The Locksmith didn’t build it. There was no way he could. This was something that only the Thinga­ma­junks could accomplish.”

			“It’s like when I look at my art wall,” Jade said. “Other people might think it’s weird, or dumb, but it’s something I made. It’s something that only I could make.” 

			“Exactly,” Daisy said. “And when the Thinga­ma­junks saw their giant creation unlocked with no strings attached, they felt valuable.”

			“Worthy to leave,” Dr. Weizmann added. 

			“They’re gone?” Landon asked, feeling a sinking sensation in his stomach. Wasn’t that the very thing they’d been trying to avoid? 

			“Oh, yeah,” Dr. Weizmann said. “They folded their weird heads right into the Glop ley lines and away they went. Off to explore the world.” He cleared his throat, twitched his mustache, and muttered, “for better, or for worse.” 

			“Why did you decide to do that?” Sabra asked Landon. “I mean . . . picking the lock.” 

			Landon shrugged. “Honestly, I was just trying to stop the Locksmith.” He swallowed hard at the vivid memory of that terrifying monster. “I saw him,” Landon whispered. “He was there.” 

			“The Locksmith?” Dr. Weizmann asked. 

			Landon nodded. “Up on the Mega­la­junk’s shoulder. It’s one of the reasons I didn’t hit my target in time.” 

			“Who was he?” Jade asked. “Did you recognize him?” 

			Landon squinted his eyes at the memory. “I’ve never seen anything like him. He wasn’t really . . . human. Well, he was. But he seemed like a mix of a person and a Servite.” 

			Landon didn’t miss the intense look that passed between Daisy Gates and Dr. Weizmann. 

			“Part man, part Shine?” Daisy asked. “Silver scales across his whole body? A forked tongue and a tail?”

			“Wait,” Landon said. “You know him?” 

			“He’s still alive . . . ” Dr. Weizmann whispered. “After all this time, he’s still out there, wandering the landfill.” 

			“Who?” Jade asked. 

			“He goes by many names,” Dr. Weizmann said. “But we used to call him Mr. Clean.” 

			“General Clean,” Daisy corrected. “He led an army of bad guys against us in the Battle for Welcher. He used to be half man, half Grime. But when the Change occurred, it altered him as well. Nobody’s seen him for years, but the person you’re describing matches perfectly.” 

			“And this General Clean would be the type to go to all this trouble, trying to bring the Thinga­ma­junks under his control?” Landon said. 

			“Absolutely,” Daisy said. 

			“Most definitely,” Dr. Weizmann echoed. 

			“Well, he can’t have the Thinga­ma­junks now,” Jade pointed out. “They’re all free spirits like Bookworm.” 

			“I have a feeling that the School of Garbage is about to take a new direction,” Dr. Weizmann said. 

			“What do you mean?” asked Sabra. 

			“We’ll need to educate the Thinga­ma­junks,” the garbolo­gist explained. “Teach them proper manners and etiquette so they’re not crashing into neighborhoods willy-nilly. I will say, Alan Zumbro and the BEM are not going to be very happy about this development.” 

			“He doesn’t have to know that kids were involved,” Daisy pointed out. 

			“But wouldn’t things have turned out even worse if we hadn’t been?” Sabra asked. 

			“Exactly,” Dr. Weizmann said. “Which is the whole reason we opened the School of Garbage in the first place. I never underestimate what young people can accomplish.” 

			Landon pulled off the bedcovers and stood up, stretching. Maybe it was just Squeak’s breath, but he was feeling stronger by the second. 

			“We’d better get you kids home,” Daisy said. 

			Landon thought about everything they’d gone through to get back to the landfill—finding the Tox-Knights, battling their way through the Agitation Tunnel. . . . He must have had a weary expression on his face, because Daisy chuckled. 

			“Don’t worry,” she said, clapping him on the shoulder. “We have an emergency dumpster, and we’ve matched the portal to the one at Stafford Elementary.” 

			It seemed strange to be going home after so much adventure. Back to reality. Back to ordinary, everyday life. 

			But life wasn’t going to be the same. He wasn’t the same. Since his parents’ divorce, Landon had felt like one of the gifts offered up by the Junklets in the night. Seeking worth in the eyes of everyone around him. But that wasn’t what had changed the Thinga­ma­junks, and Landon realized it wouldn’t change him, either. 

			The fact that Dad spent so much time at the office didn’t mean Landon wasn’t important to him. Mom’s choice to marry Jade’s dad didn’t mean she loved Landon any less. In truth, it didn’t matter how anyone else viewed him. The only thing that mattered was how he viewed himself. 

			“You still mad at me for dragging you to a school during summer break?” Jade asked Landon. 

			“Only a little,” he replied. 

			“Well, you invited the right person,” Sabra said. 

			“Yeah.” Jade grinned. “You saved the day, brother.” 

			“Thanks.” Landon scooped Squeak into his arms. Then, impulsively, he pulled Jade into an awkward side hug. “Sister.”

		


		
			 

			Reading Guide

			1. The Scrubbish breathes out an extra boost of creativity. Who do you know that is creative? What do they do to show their creativity?

			2. The Filter breathes out an extra boost of physical energy. Who do you know that is athletic? What do they do to show their athletic abilities? 

			3. The Shine breathes out an extra boost of focus. Who do you know that is focused? What do they do to show their focus? 

			4. If you could bond with a Servite, which type would you want? Why? What would you name it?

			5. Look in the nearest trash can. Pretend that the first item you see was given to you by a Junklet. Would you keep it or throw it away again? Why?

			6. What is something you consider valuable that other people might consider trash? 

			7. Have you ever thrown away something that you didn’t mean to? What was it? Why was it important to you?

			8. If you could open a magical dumpster portal to anywhere, where would it be? Why? What would you do there?

			9. At the beginning of the story, Landon didn’t want to be friends with Jade. Have you ever made friends with someone you didn’t think you’d get along with? What changed your mind?
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