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1500 hours

 

On the very last day of Spy School, my plans for a normal, uneventful summer were completely derailed by the delivery of two letters.

The first letter was waiting in my room when I returned from my final exam in Self-Preservation. I had already packed my belongings, hoping to make a quick exit from campus. The note was perched on top of the pile of suitcases.

 

Benjamin,

Come and see me at once.

The Principal

 

Up to that point, I’d been having a good day.

To start with, I felt positive about my exams. I’d been working hard at the academy and had improved in all my classes in the months since I’d arrived. I had sailed through my History of Espionage final, aced Codes and Cryptography and squeaked through Basic Firearms and Weaponry. (I hadn’t scored any bull’s-eyes, but unlike some of my fellow first years, I’d at least hit the targets and not accidentally wounded myself.) I’d been most concerned about Intro to Self-Preservation, which had always been my weakest class. That afternoon, however, I’d managed to last over an hour on the training grounds against a dozen ‘enemy agents’ armed with paintball guns, while most of my class had been smeared with royal blue before five minutes was up. I figured that had to be good for at least an A minus.

I was relieved to be done with school for the summer. Although I’d miss my friends from the Academy of Espionage, I was eager to head home, see my parents and have a decent home-cooked meal for the first time in five months. Plus, my thirteenth birthday was only a week away. I’d made plans to spend it with some old friends, without anyone trying to kill or maim me.

The note, however, suggested there was trouble ahead.

I picked it up gingerly, as though it were explosive. Frankly, I would have preferred finding a bomb in my room. I knew how to handle a bomb. The principal, on the other hand, was far more unpredictable.

I dropped the note in my paper shredder, then burned the remains. It seemed like overkill, but this was standard procedure for all written correspondence at the Academy of Espionage, even Post-It notes. Then I set off for the principal’s office.

Outside, the sun was shining brightly, heralding a glorious summer. Fellow students finished with exams were happily playing Frisbee on the quadrangle and mowing down targets with semiautomatic weapons on the firing range. I entered the Nathan Hale Administration Building, climbed the stairs to the fifth floor, had my retina scanned by the sensors, entered the secure area and presented myself to the two guards flanking the principal’s office door.

One frisked me for weapons. ‘State your name, rank and business.’

‘Benjamin Ripley, first year student. The principal asked to see me.’

The second guard picked up a secure phone and announced my presence. A few seconds later, the door clicked open.

When I entered, the principal was seated behind his desk, making a show of perusing some top secret documents. He might have looked dignified if his toupee hadn’t been slightly askew. Or if I hadn’t been aware that the principal was incompetent. It might seem surprising that the principal of the CIA’s academy for future intelligence agents wasn’t intelligent himself – but then, both the CIA and the academy are run by the government. ‘Sit down, Ripley,’ the principal told me.

I sat on the ancient couch across from his desk. It smelled like body odour and chloroform.

‘My sources tell me you’re planning to go home for the summer,’ the principal said.

‘Sources?’ I asked. ‘What sources?’

‘Oh, the usual. I’m sure you’re aware that we keep close tabs on our student body here. Listening devices, phone taps, that sort of thing.’

I hadn’t been aware of this at all. ‘You’re tapping my phone?’ I asked.

‘It’s standard procedure. We must keep our guard up at all times. As you know, we’ve had some trouble with double agents here at the academy.’

‘Uh, yes. I was the one who caught the double agent,’ I said. ‘You don’t actually think I’d work for the enemy after that?’

‘They did offer you a job.’

‘Which I turned down. Right before helping to defuse a bomb before it wiped out the head of every spy organization in the country.’

‘Well, that’s your side of things,’ the principal said, unimpressed. ‘Besides, in this business, one can never be too cautious.’ He leafed through a thick report on his desk. It appeared to contain several transcripts of my private phone calls. ‘According to this, you intend to spend the summer at the home of your parents and hang out at some place called FunLand with a Mike Brezinski?’

‘That’s correct,’ I replied. ‘Y’know, you could have just asked me what I was doing …’

‘How did you plan on getting away with this?’

‘Uh … Getting away with what?’

‘Avoiding summer school.’

I suddenly felt queasy, which happened all too often at Spy School. ‘The academy has a summer school?’

‘Of course. Evil doesn’t take holidays. Why should we?’

‘No one ever told me there was summer school,’ I said.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Every new recruit is informed about mandatory summer education during the first assembly of the school year.’

‘I wasn’t at the first assembly of the school year,’ I reminded the principal. ‘You only recruited me in January.’

The principal stared at me blankly for a moment. It was his standard look when he realized that someone had screwed up royally – and it was probably him. I’d seen this expression quite a lot in my five months at Spy School. The principal ultimately recovered with his usual response to his screw-ups: blaming the person who’d been screwed. ‘Well, you should have figured it out anyhow,’ he told me. ‘You’re studying to be a spy, for Pete’s sake. It’s not like the school’s existence is a secret.’

‘The school’s existence is a secret,’ I countered.

‘I’ve had enough of your lip!’ the principal snapped. ‘Would you like to begin summer school on probation?’

I shook my head, then realized something. ‘All the other students have been packing up their things. Aren’t they attending summer school too?’

‘Absolutely. Everyone at the academy is required to attend summer courses. They’re just not taught here.’

‘Then where are they taught?’

‘At our wilderness education facility. It’s located in the Shenandoah Mountains about two hours west of the city.’

‘Wilderness education?’ I repeated.

‘Yes,’ the principal said. ‘During the summer months, we shift from classroom subjects to focus more on physical training and outdoor survival skills. After all, 99% of the world is outdoors. A good spy needs to know how to get along there.’

‘So … it’s kind of like Spy Camp.’

‘It’s not camp!’ the principal snapped. ‘It’s an elite wilderness survival training facility. It merely happens to look like a camp. And as far as your family, friends or anyone else knows, you will be attending a camp. The Happy Trails Sleepaway Camp for Boys & Girls.’ The principal rooted around in his desk drawer until he found a document, which he slid across the desk to me.

It was a single page with the address of the point in Washington where I would meet the official academy vehicle for transportation to the camp and a list of survival supplies to bring. At the bottom was the familiar directive to memorize the contents and then destroy it.

‘When does it start?’ I asked.

‘In three days,’ the principal replied. ‘Go home and have a nice weekend with your family. But don’t tell anyone about the true nature of this camp …’

‘Or you’ll have to kill me,’ I finished. I knew the routine.

‘Exactly. We’ll see you on Monday at 1200 hours sharp.’ The principal returned to his top secret documents, as though I had suddenly ceased to exist. Our meeting was over.

I let myself out of his office and headed back to my room.

My immediate reaction to the news that I had mandatory summer school was annoyance and frustration. I’d been working hard for the past five months and I missed my family and friends; I felt I deserved a few weeks off from my studies. But as I crossed campus, my mood began to change. While my first few weeks at Spy School had been difficult – I’d nearly been assassinated, kidnapped and blown-up – things had got much better after people stopped trying to kill me. I had come to enjoy school and made a lot of friends. In fact, for the first time in my life, I was regarded as sort of cool; preventing the destruction of your school and capturing the agent responsible does great things for your social life. Meanwhile, back home, my spy student identity was still a secret. Everyone thought I was attending some lame science school. I’d probably be even less popular than I had been before I’d left. So the idea of spending more time with my fellow spies-to-be wasn’t too bad. And the fact that I’d be doing it outdoors, rather than cooped up inside dingy old classrooms, made it sound even better.

By the time I got back to my room, I was thinking a summer at Spy Camp might be kind of fun.

And then I found the second letter.

It was exactly where the first one had been, perched on top of my suitcases. Even though I’d locked the door to my room before going to see the principal.

 

Hey Ben!

Just wanted you to know we’ll be coming for you soon.

Your pals at SPYDER

 

I sat on my bed, feeling as though the wind had been knocked out of me.

SPYDER was the evil organization that had planted a mole in the school, sent an assassin to my room and tried to take out every leader in the intelligence community with a bomb. I hadn’t heard a thing from them since helping defeat their nefarious plans.

Maybe this summer wasn’t going to be so much fun after all.
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Although receiving a letter from the evil organization that once tried to kill you is generally a downer, in one strange way, I was also excited to get it.

It gave me an excuse to talk to Erica Hale.

Erica was easily the most competent and savvy spy-to-be at the academy, in addition to being the most beautiful girl I’d ever met. She came from a long line of spies, going all the way back to Nathan Hale himself, and she’d learned her trade from her ancestors. (However, her father Alexander Hale was proof that talent sometimes skips a generation.) Erica had been instrumental in helping me thwart SPYDER before, but while this had allowed us to be friends for a while afterwards – or at least, as close to friends as one could be with Erica – she had gone back to being her usual, distant self. I hadn’t received so much as a glance in my direction from her all spring.

I hadn’t been able to come up with a way to approach her. Erica wasn’t exactly the type of person whose room you casually dropped by. For starters, her door was booby-trapped. But correspondence from the enemy was always an excellent conversation starter.

I found her out on the artillery range. That wasn’t great sleuthing on my part; Erica spent more time working on self-preservation than she did sleeping. She was practising taking out terrorists with hostages from 300 metres away. With a crossbow.

The other students were giving her a wide berth. Somehow, Erica’s standard cold vibe seemed frostier than usual, as though something was bothering her. Even Greg Hauser, the toughest kid at school, was keeping his distance. As I approached Erica, my fellow students looked at me like I was walking into a den of terrorists.

Erica barely glanced at me. She just slammed another bolt into her crossbow and fired it. It nailed her target right between the eyes, splitting the previous bolt in two, Robin Hood style. ‘How was your meeting with the principal?’ she asked.

‘How’d you find out about that?’ I asked the question before I could think better of it. I already knew what her answer would be.

‘I’m studying to be a spy,’ she said. ‘It’s my job to find things out.’

‘It would have been nice to have heard about Spy Camp before today.’

Erica shrugged. ‘You’re studying to be a spy. It’s your job to find things out too.’ She loaded another bolt and took aim.

I held up the note from SPYDER for her. I’d placed it in a clear evidence bag to protect it. ‘I found this in my room just now.’

Erica read the note through the plastic. She tried not to act surprised, but when she fired again, she missed her target’s heart by a millimetre.

I couldn’t help but smile. Catching Erica off-guard was like seeing a lunar eclipse: it didn’t happen often and you had to savour the rare occasions when it did.

Erica quickly collapsed her crossbow and slipped it into its sheath. ‘Let’s go and talk somewhere quieter.’ She walked away without even waiting for me to respond.

I followed her off the range and into the nearby Chemical and Biological Warfare Building. As classes had finished for the summer, the building was empty. It still wasn’t secure enough for Erica, however. She entered a code on a vending machine, which then swung free from the wall, revealing a hidden staircase. We followed it down to the secret underground levels beneath the school. Erica approached a door marked Restricted: Do Not Enter Without Authorization, then jimmied the lock and entered without authorization.

I reluctantly followed her inside. The restricted room was quiet as a morgue, which was fitting, because it was a morgue. Or at least, it looked like the ones I’d seen on TV. The walls were lined with giant refrigerated drawers. ‘Are there bodies in those?’ I asked.

‘Probably.’ Erica found sterile tweezers in a drawer and carefully lifted the note from SPYDER out of the evidence bag. ‘Some of the fifth years take a forensic analysis class here, but it’s most likely been shut down for the summer – and since morgues give most people the creeps, I figure it’s safe to talk here.’

The morgue gave me the creeps, but I did my best to hide it in front of Erica. ‘Think this note’s really from SPYDER?’ I asked.

Erica laid the note on an autopsy table and examined it closely. ‘Who else do you think it’d be from?’

‘Someone playing a prank on me,’ I suggested hopefully.

‘What kind of person would think it was funny to send a fake note from an enemy organization?’

‘Chip Schacter. Or one of his goons.’ I didn’t think Chip would have done it to be mean. Although he and I had started off on the wrong foot, we’d actually become friendlier after I’d revealed that Chip wasn’t an enemy mole at Spy School. We weren’t friends, exactly; I felt more like the mouse who’d pulled a thorn out of a lion’s paw. Chip no longer bullied me, but sometimes it was worse to be on his good side than his bad side. Chip routinely insulted, teased and mocked his friends. And he had a penchant for lame practical jokes. ‘Last week he froze my chemistry textbook in liquid nitrogen,’ I told Erica. ‘I didn’t realize he’d done it until I dropped it in the mess hall and it shattered.’

Erica shook her head. ‘It’s not from a student. You and I are the only students who know SPYDER exists. In fact, most real agents don’t know SPYDER exists.’

‘There have been security leaks before.’

‘True, but this information has been highly classified. You remember how hard Internal Affairs came down on us?’

I nodded. After Erica and I had defeated SPYDER’s plot, there had been a massive internal investigation at the CIA. The top brass at the national spy agencies had been extremely annoyed to find out that they had all nearly been killed – and they wanted to figure out who to blame for the security failure. Erica and I had been grilled for hours on end. Our interrogators had been stunned to find out we’d had contact with SPYDER and then swore us to secrecy under penalty of expulsion from the academy. We were never to mention SPYDER, even to each other. Which probably meant we were violating a dozen security directives at the moment. But then, I don’t think any of the interrogators had expected SPYDER to drop me a note.

‘Well Internal Affairs came down that hard on everyone involved,’ Erica went on. ‘Knowledge of SPYDER is security level AA1.’

‘Still, someone could have found out about it.’

‘Anyone smart enough to do that would know not to be cavalier with that information. Only a moron would play a practical joke with highly classified data – and this institution does not accept morons. It has a few delinquents, scoundrels and reprobates, but no morons.’

I nodded. ‘So then, this note’s really from SPYDER.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Then who else could it be from?’

‘Another enemy organization who wants you to think it’s from SPYDER.’

I looked at the note warily. It seemed so innocent, lying on the autopsy table. Just a piece of paper with seventeen words typed on it. And yet the idea that an enemy organization could have slipped it into my room triggered a deluge of unsettling questions. ‘How do you think they even got it to me?’ I asked. ‘There’s a ton of security on campus.’

‘SPYDER has got past our security before,’ Erica replied. ‘As you may recall, they sent an assassin to your room once.’

‘Yes, but the academy has stepped up security significantly since then.’

‘That doesn’t mean it’s impermeable.’

‘The assassin also infiltrated campus in the middle of the night. This happened during broad daylight. The whole campus was awake.’

‘That’s not necessarily a deterrent,’ Erica cautioned. ‘Infiltrating somewhere crowded is easier than somewhere that isn’t. What looks more suspicious: someone wandering around campus on a warm summer afternoon – or someone creeping around campus in the middle of the night?’

‘Good point.’ I was annoyed I hadn’t thought of that, but then, I wasn’t due to take my first Enemy Infiltration class until next semester. ‘Still, it wouldn’t have been easy to get this to my room. There’s guardhouses, armed patrols, security at the dorm entrance – and I had my door locked.’

‘You’re right,’ Erica said. ‘So we have to consider that the enemy used the easiest way to get past most of that.’

‘Which is what?’

Erica gave me a hard stare. Apparently, the answer should have been obvious to me. It took me a few seconds to realize what it was.

‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘They have someone on the inside?’

‘It makes sense,’ Erica said. ‘If they could recruit one mole, why not two? And then, if you do catch one – as we did – you’re so proud of yourself that you drop your guard, allowing number two to quietly wreak havoc.’

‘But if that’s the case, why would number two reveal himself—’

‘Or herself,’ Erica interrupted.

‘—like this?’ I finished. ‘Leaving me a note isn’t exactly being quiet.’

‘True.’ Erica pursed her lips. ‘It’s a strange thing to do, all right. But SPYDER’s not run by idiots. They must have a very good reason for revealing themselves now. We just have to figure out what it is.’

‘Unless, like you said, it’s some other group wanting us to think it’s SPYDER,’ I suggested. ‘Then they’d be using this to deflect our attention.’

‘And yet, whoever they are would still need someone inside,’ Erica said. ‘That’d give them relatively easy access to the dorm, and frankly, it’s not that hard to pick the lock on your room.’

‘How do you know that?’ I asked. ‘Have you done it?’

‘Like I’d ever want to break into your room. The standard dorm door lock here is a Pearson Alpha Deadbolt. It’s a joke. I’ve been able to pick those since kindergarten.’ With most people, I would have assumed this was an exaggeration, but not Erica. I could imagine her as a five-year-old making a high-tech raid on the family cookie jar.

‘The mole would still have to pass the security cameras to get to my room,’ I said.

‘Yes, although as you know, those aren’t tremendously difficult to elude. Still,

I’ll jack the security system and check the camera feeds to see if anything suspicious shows up. Hmmm.’ Erica seemed to notice something. She moved over a large magnifying lens and examined the note through it.

‘Find a clue?’ I asked.

‘Maybe,’ Erica replied. ‘This note’s practically sterile. It’s not just that there aren’t fingerprints; there’s nothing. No dust, no dirt, no fibres. It looks as if it’s been kept in a vacuum. Which kind of fits SPYDER’s modus operandi. But there is this.’ Erica used the tweezers to pluck something off the note. Or at least, she made the motion of plucking something off it. When she held the tweezers up to me, they appeared empty.

‘I don’t see anything,’ I told her.

‘Oh, come on.’ Erica’s voice was heavy with disappointment. ‘It must be at least half a millimetre across.’

I peered through the magnifying lens. On the very tip of the tweezers was a dot so small, it looked like something a fly would have coughed up. ‘What is that?’

‘A clue to the identity of whoever wrote this.’ Erica whipped out another evidence bag and dropped the tiny grain inside. ‘It was embedded deeply in the paper, as though it was lying on a table and the paper got pressed down on top of it. That’d be far more likely to happen when the note was being prepared, rather than when you – or whoever delivered it – was just carrying it around. Looks like a piece of soil or a rock fragment. If I can figure out where it’s from, that might be a lead.’

‘Can you really determine that from something so small?’ I asked.

‘Well, not everyone can, but I’m not everyone. You made the right call, bringing this to me.’ Erica gave me a quick, perfunctory pat on the shoulder and headed for the door.

‘Wait!’ I called, a bit more desperately than I’d intended. ‘That’s it? You’re going?’

‘Yes.’ Erica held up the evidence bag with the grain of whatever-it-was. ‘I have work to do.’

‘But according to the note, SPYDER, or whoever sent it, is coming for me soon.’

‘And you were hoping I’d protect you?’

‘Well, yes.’ It was embarrassing to admit – and yet, Erica had protected me from bad guys before. ‘I’m not even sure what I should expect. Are they coming to kill me?’

‘I’d doubt it,’ Erica said.

‘Capture me?’

‘Far more likely.’

‘Or maybe they’re just coming to have a nice talk with me.’

‘Don’t get your hopes up.’

I frowned. I’d figured that last one was a long shot, but it was still disappointing to have Erica confirm it so definitively. ‘So you really think it’s a capture situation?’

‘I can’t guarantee it, but that’s what seems the most logical. SPYDER offered you a job as a double agent before. They obviously see some potential in you and these aren’t the kind of guys who generally take ‘no’ for an answer. My guess is, they’re looking to up the stakes.’

‘How?’

Erica shrugged. ‘I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.’ She abruptly turned for the door again.

I was thrown by this. Erica was treating me the way she treated … well, pretty much everyone. The way she’d treated me when we first met, before I’d proved myself to her. It wasn’t as though I expected Erica to give me a hug goodbye, but I felt I deserved more than being abandoned in a morgue after learning I was in danger. Before I could stop myself, I asked, ‘Erica, are you angry with me?’

Erica paused once more, then looked at me curiously, as if she didn’t quite understand the question. Erica was probably the most brilliant person I’d ever met, but while she could comprehend a dozen languages, she seemed to find basic human emotions more difficult. ‘You? No. I’m not angry with you.’

That begged another question, of course. Who was she angry with? But before I could ask, Erica cut me off.

‘Don’t worry about SPYDER, Ben. I’ll keep an eye on you.’ With that, she disappeared out of the door.

She’d left the note behind for me. I used the tweezers to place it back in its evidence bag. As I did, I noticed my hands were beginning to shake.

Despite Erica’s reassurances, I was worried about SPYDER. The last time I’d faced them, they’d been one step ahead of me, Erica and the entire CIA until the very end. The organization was clever – and it was dangerous. There was always a method to their madness. So there must be a far more sinister purpose to their leaving the note than simply giving me a heads up they were going to drop by. Unfortunately, I had no idea what it could be.

I only hoped we could figure it out before it was too late.
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Although I knew Erica wouldn’t be happy about it, I decided to seek out some back-up. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Erica; I trusted her more than anyone else. It’s simply that when you get a potentially life-threatening message from an organization that has previously sent an assassin after you, it makes sense to inform someone other than a 14-year-old girl.

Like a 17-year-old girl.

Tina Cuevo was the resident advisor on my floor. She acted as the go-between for the students and the administration, because the administration generally wanted as little to do with the students as possible. And, unlike the much of the administration, Tina was approachable and competent. She’d been extremely helpful when I’d found the assassin in my room – and perhaps just as importantly, had been there for the entire hall when the toilets had backed up in the communal bathroom.

She was almost finished packing when I found her. It was a shock to see her room so bare. Tina’s room had always been the most welcoming on the hall, full of homely touches like knitted blankets and throw pillows. She was the probably the only person on campus who put photographs in frames, rather than tacking them to the wall. But now, with everything stuffed into suitcases, the room looked as cold and boring as everyone else’s.

Tina herself didn’t look quite as warm as usual. Instead of her usual bright smile, I got one that looked forced. ‘Hey Smokescreen,’ she said. ‘I was hoping I’d see you before I left. You’re getting in just under the wire.’

I winced. With everything else that had happened that afternoon, I’d forgotten the last day of classes was also A-Day for the sixth year students: the day they got their field assignments. Everyone was assigned to an internship at a field office for the summer before reporting to the University of Espionage in the fall. It was something that every student eagerly awaited. From Tina’s grumpy demeanour, I could tell the news wasn’t good. ‘Where are you going?’ I asked.

She proffered her assignment papers to me. I took them, expecting to find she was shipping out to a war-torn third world country. Instead, I found …

‘Vancouver? That’s not so bad.’

‘Oh come on,’ Tina groused. ‘It’s in Canada.’

‘I hear it’s really beautiful,’ I said helpfully. ‘And it’s supposed to have very good restaurants.’

‘You know what it doesn’t have?’ Tina asked sullenly. ‘Crime. It was ranked the second-safest city in the world last year. Its homicide rate is almost non-existent. What kind of field experience am I going to get there?’

‘There’s been an increase in smuggling exotic animals through the port there,’ I suggested. ‘Maybe you’ll get to help investigate that.’

‘I didn’t join the CIA to bust panda-smugglers.’ Tina flopped into her armchair. ‘I joined to keep the world safe. Remember when the administration said they wouldn’t hold any of that business with Murray against me?’

‘Yes.’ Tina had been heavily investigated after the whole SPYDER fiasco at school because Murray Hill, SPYDER’s mole, had used her to get his information. Tina hadn’t known, of course, but several members of administration had been unhappy she’d been duped.

‘Well, they obviously held it against me.’ Tina sighed. ‘I wanted to go somewhere dangerous. Mogadishu. Bogota. Anywhere in Pakistan. And they’re sending me to Vancouver. They think I’m a screw-up.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘You’re one of the best in your class.’

‘Tell me about it. I have the highest GPA and I’m the only one qualified to fly a helicopter or do field surgery. But one lousy mole takes advantage of me and I’m a pariah. A mole who suckered the entire administration, I might add. But you don’t see the principal taking the hit for this. Just me.’

‘It could be worse,’ I said, desperate to find something comforting to offer. ‘They could be sending you to Geneva. Talk about a city that’s safe. They haven’t had a murder there in five years.’

‘That’s a lie,’ Tina said, but she gave me a genuine smile this time. ‘I appreciate the sentiment, though.’ Her eyes flicked to the note in the evidence bag in my hand. ‘Is that a goodbye note? You’re so sweet …’

I winced again. ‘Uh, actually … it was for me.’ I held it up so Tina could read it through the plastic.

Her smile faded again. ‘You have to be kidding me. I’m getting shipped off to the most boring place on the planet and you’re getting sucked into more international intrigue? It’s not fair!’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to drop this on you now …’

‘You’re only a first year!’ Tina cried. ‘And you’re already getting death threats! Do you have any idea how lucky you are?’

‘I was actually hoping it was more of a capture threat …’ I began.

‘I’m never going to get a death threat,’ Tina muttered. ‘Certainly not in Vancouver. You probably don’t even know what the proper protocol for this is, do you?’

‘Er, no. That’s why I came to you.’

Tina sighed and took the note. ‘OK, I’ll get onto it. Might as well. It’s not like I’ll get to do anything this exciting in Canada. First thing to do is fill out a VG-68 Unsolicited Enemy Contact form. Then you’ll have to get an evidence voucher and send this note to the central lab. Meanwhile, I’ll inform the administration and see about establishing a covert security detail for you so we can catch their guys when they come for you again. Unfortunately, that’s probably all I’ll have time for. I’m shipping out tonight, so I’ll pass the baton to your resident advisor for next year.’

‘Who’s that?’ I asked.

‘Here he is now. Speak of the devil.’

I followed Tina’s gaze to the door of her room and jumped. The guy standing there looked like an upgraded version of Chip Schacter. He was taller, his jaw was squarer, his hair was blonder and even more muscles bulged under his tank top. He wore a big smile that was so bright it was almost blinding.

‘This is Chip’s older brother,’ Tina said. ‘Hank Schacter. Hank, this is Ben Ripley.’

Hank snapped his fingers and pointed at me. ‘Smokescreen, right? I’ve read your file. And the transcripts from your interrogation. Good to finally put a face to the name.’ He extended a hand that dwarfed mine.

I shook it. ‘Chip never told me he had a brother.’

‘That’s because he doesn’t like me. I’ve just spent a semester abroad, studying in London at the top secret school for British agents.’

Before I could express surprise that there was a top secret school for MI6, Tina asked, ‘How was it?’

‘All right, I guess,’ Hank replied. ‘I picked up a few new forensic techniques, learned how to manage a car chase while driving on the other side of the road, drank a boatload of tea. It’s good to be home, though. What’s going on here?’

‘Ben’s just received a death threat,’ Tina said.

Hank’s jaw dropped. ‘No kidding? Wow. I’ve only been on the job five seconds and I’ve already got a death threat to deal with?’

‘It’s really more of a capture threat,’ I put in.

‘Ben, give Hank the full update. I’m heading over to inform the administration.’ Tina tousled my hair like a big sister might. ‘In case I don’t see you before I leave, be strong.’ She hurried out of the door.

Hank shut and locked it behind her. When he turned back to me, his smile had vanished. Apparently, he’d only been acting nice in front of Tina, but now that she was gone, his true colours were showing. He looked at me in the same menacing way that Chip had when I’d first met him – only Hank was far more menacing than Chip. ‘Let’s get a couple things straight here, Smokescreen. Number one, I don’t like you.’

‘What?’ I asked. ‘Why not?’

‘I understand you’re friends with my brother.’

‘Yes.’

‘I hate my brother. Therefore, I hate my brother’s friends. Therefore, I hate you.’

‘Actually, Chip and I aren’t great friends,’ I said. ‘In fact, he really didn’t like me when we first met—’

‘But there’s another, more important reason I don’t like you,’ Hank told me. ‘You’re trouble. And when a student is trouble, his residential advisor ends up looking bad. Look what happened to poor Tina. She’s getting a raw deal because of this SPYDER business.’

‘That’s not my fault,’ I protested. ‘Murray was already using Tina by the time I came along.’

‘No matter how you slice it, you were involved. Which makes you trouble. I intend to run a tight ship here – and I don’t want any trouble from my students. That would make me very angry, understand?’ Hank put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. He’d barely used any force, and yet it was incredibly painful. It felt as though his fingers had furrowed my scapula.

‘I understand,’ I managed to eke out.

‘Glad to hear it,’ Hank said. ‘Now then, is this death threat thing going to be trouble for me?’

‘I don’t think so,’ I said, hoping it was the truth. After all, Tina was alerting the administration and Erica had already begun her own investigation. If all went well, the whole issue should be taken care of well before the summer was over. Either SPYDER would be foiled – or I’d be dead.

‘All right.’ Hank steered me out of the door and into the hall, as though Tina’s room was already his own. ‘I’ll see you on Monday.’

‘Monday?’ I asked. ‘You’ll be at Spy Camp too?’

‘Of course,’ Hank said. ‘I’m not just your resident advisor. I’m also your camp counsellor.’

I winced. It looked like I’d be causing Hank Schacter some trouble.
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Manifestation

FunLand Amusement Centre

Alexandria, Virginia

June 11

1400 hours

 

‘Camp?’ Mike Brezinski frowned at me through the fence of the batting cage. ‘What on earth do you want to go there for? Camp stinks.’

‘This one’s supposed to be a lot of fun,’ I lied.

The automatic pitching machine launched a ball at eighty miles an hour. Mike effortlessly swung his bat and cracked a home run. ‘That’s what they all say. And then you get there and find out they think “fun” means getting mauled by mosquitoes and pooping in an outhouse.’

We were at FunLand, a combination of batting cages, arcade games and miniature golf course, all designed with a completely inexplicable mediaeval theme. Normally, I wouldn’t have ventured into such a public place knowing SPYDER was targeting me, but Tina had come through for me in a big way. The administration had assigned me a covert security detail. In fact, since SPYDER was involved, they’d gone a bit overboard. Only half of the bored parents waiting for their kids at FunLand were actually bored parents waiting for their kids; the rest were undercover CIA agents. Several of the kids were as well. The CIA had deployed every one of its shortest agents to protect me.

In my batting cage, I swung at a ball and whiffed. Apparently, all the hand-eye coordination exercises I’d been doing at Spy School didn’t apply to baseball. ‘It won’t be that bad,’ I said.

‘Maybe not, but it won’t be as much fun as staying here. I had an awesome summer planned for us.’ Mike smacked another ball downtown. ‘For starters, my brother thinks he can get us a job here.’

‘How is work supposed to be more fun than camp?’ I actually made contact with the next ball. Unfortunately it nearly took out a seven-year-old in a batting cage down the row.

‘Because it’s not really work,’ Mike explained. ‘We’d be the change guys in the arcade. Which means we’d basically get paid to hang around here and play video games all day.’

I doubted that plan would have worked for anybody – except Mike. Just about everything always worked out for Mike. He took easy classes so he could get As without ever opening a textbook. He was the star of any team he played on. And all the girls liked him. He was now dating Elizabeth Pasternak, the most beautiful girl at my old middle school.

Of course, I had done my share of cool things as well lately, but I couldn’t tell Mike about a single one. If anyone would have been impressed by a death threat, it was Mike. But Spy School was top secret. Even my own parents thought I was attending St Smithen’s Science Academy for Boys and Girls. Which meant that they, like Mike and everyone else, thought I was a nerd.

Shortly after I’d arrived at Spy School, however, Mike had come close to learning the truth about me. He’d sneaked onto the academy campus to spring me for a party, and been taken down by a horde of CIA agents who mistook him for a SPYDER operative. Afterwards, the CIA had tried to convince him that he’d merely stumbled upon a very overzealous neighbourhood watch, but he’d seen right through this and told me as much. I’d informed the Academy, and the CIA’s Department of Misinformation had subsequently redoubled its efforts to mislead him. They’d actually pretended to recruit him to St Smithen’s, plying him with glossy brochures and inviting him to the science fair, knowing full well that Mike would never attend a lame science school. (The science fair never happened, but the CIA was prepared to stage a full-blown fake one just in case Mike felt like dropping by.) Meanwhile, the Agency sent a team of ‘lawyers’ to Mike’s house to ‘admit’ that Mike had stumbled upon a CIA ‘exercise’ – but they claimed they had nothing to do with St Smithen’s and even pretended to fear a lawsuit from the school for conducting manoeuvres on its grounds without authorization. Mike, being Mike, asked what they’d be willing to give him to keep his mouth shut, and the CIA coughed up his future college tuition, membership for Mike’s family at the Pasternak’s country club – and a car, even though Mike wouldn’t be allowed to drive for three more years. (Like I said, everything always worked out for Mike.) Ultimately, after expending a tremendous amount of time, energy and money, the Department of Misinformation declared that Mike was officially fooled, although every once in a while, I found myself wondering if Mike had seen through all this as well and simply kept his doubts to himself.
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