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For Cousin Dorothy, who is true blue





CHAPTER 1



DAY ONE • FRIDAY • 1100 HOURS


“DOGBONES! DOGBONES! DOGBONES!”


Oz Levinson crouched down behind the gleaming gray sports car. He prodded his glasses up the perspiring slope of his nose and squeezed his eyes tightly shut, wishing he were invisible.


“DOGBONES! DOGBONES! DOGBONES!”


Oz covered his ears, but the chant pushed past his hands. It was the sharks again, same as at his old school. Different faces, different names, but the voices were the same. Taunting, teasing voices. Voices out for blood. Or tears, at the very least. And even though the sharks weren’t after him this time, Oz’s stomach still cramped in familiar knots of panic at the sound.


“DOGBONES! DOGBONES! DOGBONES!”


The sharks were drawing closer now. It wouldn’t be long before they discovered his hiding place. Oz opened one eye and looked around in desperation for a better place to conceal himself. Running was pointless. He was fat; he was slow; they’d catch him for sure—even though he wasn’t the “Dogbones” they were after. One prey was as good as another when the sharks caught the sour scent of fear.


Oz’s gaze settled on the sports car beside him. The James Bond Aston Martin DB5 was the International Spy Museum’s most popular exhibit, and he’d spent most of the morning’s school field trip glued to its side. Its elegant lines and impressive array of modifications drew him like a magnet. Dual ram bumpers. Bulletproof glass. Armored panels. Gun ports. Tear gas. It was sleek. It was dangerous. Just like he, Oz Levinson, would be someday when he was a secret agent.


“DOGBONES! DOGBONES! DOGBONES!”


The sharks were almost on top of him. Oz huddled lower and drew a shaky breath. The Aston Martin had an emergency oxygen system. He could use a little bit of that right about now. Either that or the DB5’s smoke screen. A smoke screen would give him the perfect cover he needed to escape. A smoke screen—


“Hey, whadda we got here?”


Oz flinched as the bubble of his daydream burst. He looked up and poked nervously at his glasses again. Over him loomed Jordan Scott and Sherman “Tank” Wilson. Unlike his last school in San Francisco, where sixth grade thugs like Jordan and Tank were shipped off to middle school, Chester B. Arthur Elementary in Washington, D.C., kept them around one more year. One more year to torture the younger kids and make lives like his miserable.


Reluctantly, Oz rose to his feet. Jordan stepped forward and jabbed him in the belly. “Seen Dogbones around anywhere, Fatboy?”


“Uh,” said Oz, stalling for time. They were after his fifth grade classmate Delilah Bean, better known as “Dogbones” thanks to a pair of exceedingly skinny legs and what passed for wit amongst the sharks.


He swallowed nervously and stared at Jordan. The older boy was lumbering right up the food chain toward adolescence. A thatch of shaggy dark hair partially obscured his narrow face, which sprouted a scattering of whiskers and acne. Oz studied the constellation of pimples on his tormentor’s chin and wondered what to say. In fact, he knew exactly where Delilah Bean was hiding—in the museum’s secret passageway through the ductwork overhead—but he had no intention of ratting her out. Not to the likes of Jordan and Tank.


On the other hand, if he told them where Delilah Bean was hiding, maybe they’d let him off easy. Maybe they’d leave him alone.


Or maybe they’d even let him become one of them. A shark.


The thought was enormously tempting. Oz was so tired of always wishing he were invisible. Of always trying to stay off the radar screen. Maybe this was finally his chance. He didn’t even have to say anything. All he had to do was point.


“C’mon, Blubberbutt, you know who I’m talking about.” Jordan was growing impatient. “Skinny legs, skinny little braids. I’ll bet you’ve seen her.”


Oz started to raise his finger toward the ceiling, then hesitated. What would James Bond do if he were here? James Bond was Oz’s hero. He’d watched all the 007 movies at least a zillion times. Nothing ever rattled the world’s most famous spy. He never caved in to pressure, never lost his cool. The sharks wouldn’t stand a chance around James Bond. The British secret agent would make mincemeat out of a pimpleton like Jordan Scott.


“Are you deaf as well as blind?” Tank, a beefy redhead, glared at him. “What are you doing back here anyway?” He swiveled his thick neck toward the DB5 and grunted. “Cool car.”


Jordan grinned maliciously. “Bet Fatboy’s pretending he’s James Bond,” he said. Behind him, a knot of students snickered.


Oz froze. Was it that obvious? Were his innermost secrets not so secret?


“That’s a good one!” hooted Tank. “Who ever heard of a supersize superspy?”


“Double-O-LARD!” jeered Jordan, and the sharks and sharks-in-training clustered around him exploded with glee.


Shame rippled through Oz. Shame and humiliation. Tears started in his eyes, and he struggled to blink them back. He scanned the crowd, desperately searching for a friendly face. All he saw were sharks. And with the sound of their laughter ringing in his ears, he turned and fled.





CHAPTER 2



DAY ONE • FRIDAY • 1115 HOURS


At that very moment, a small nose—a very elegant little nose—emerged from an electrical conduit beneath a desk on the museum’s fourth floor.


Elegant whiskers fanned out from either side of the nose. They twitched slightly, then waited. A full minute ticked by. The office was silent; the desk’s occupant nowhere to be seen. The whiskers twitched again, and then the elegant little nose to which they were attached poked out further, followed by the nose’s owner—a small brown mouse.


Quietly, she set down her mouse-sized skateboard. Expertly fashioned from a Popsicle stick and the wheels of a broken toy car, it was painted flamingo pink, thanks to the remains of a discarded bottle of nail polish. The mouse unstrapped her tiny safety helmet (a bottle-cap-and-rubber-band Forager’s Special), hitched her small backpack (made from the thumb of a mitten) firmly into place, and shimmied up the phone cord.


She emerged on top of the desk a moment later. Keeping well out of sight, she skirted the telephone and clambered onto the stack of phone books propped beside it. She paused for a moment, then with a graceful leap propelled herself up through the air and onto the shelf above. She scurried into the shadows behind a dictionary and whispered into the microphone (part of an old cell phone headset) that was clipped to her glossy and impeccably groomed brown fur: “Agent in place.”


“Check,” replied a voice in her ear—a very elegant little ear. “Proceed with caution.”


“Affirmative.” The mouse inched forward. She peeked around the edge of the dictionary. Not a human in sight. “The coast is clear,” she reported.


“Can you see the merchandise?”


She craned her neck for a better view of the desk below, scanning its surface with bright little eyes. There it was, inside a small plastic bag atop a red folder marked NEW ARRIVAL. Her whiskers twitched in excitement.


“Affirmative,” she whispered. “I’ll have it secured in two shakes of a cat’s tail.”


“Watch your back, now, Glory. Remember what happened last time.”


The mouse named Glory grimaced. How could she forget? That little mishap earlier in the week had landed her on probation. Not something a field agent took lightly. Trust Fumble to remind her about it over the airwaves. She could practically hear the wisecracks zinging around right now down at Central Command.


It’s not as if it was my fault, Glory thought sulkily, opening her backpack and drawing out a rubber band. I was distracted.


She scowled, recalling Tuesday afternoon’s brush with disaster. Fumble had no business bringing it up. It wasn’t as if she’d actually lost the Kiss of Death, after all. She knew as well as any mouse what would happen if that lethal weapon fell into the wrong paws. She’d managed to get it back in the end, and that was all that mattered. Besides, she’d like to see Fumble try to concentrate if he’d found the Black Paw in his mailbox right before an important mission.


Glory shivered. Even now, three days later, the thought of that menacing symbol sent a chill all the way to the tip of her tail. Marked for death, it meant. By none other than Roquefort Dupont, leader of Washington’s rat underworld and the cruelest, most despicable rodent on the face of the planet. By dipping his mangy paw in ink and pressing it to a slip of paper, Dupont had announced to the world that she was on his hit list. Just as her father had been before her. And now, her father was gone—kidnapped and assassinated by Dupont and his conniving cronies.


Glory’s bright little eyes glittered with tears at the thought of her father. He’d vanished three months ago, and she still missed him horribly. Time heals all wounds, everyone kept telling her, but she was beginning to think it wasn’t true. Her father’s death had left a hole in her heart that she doubted anything could ever fill.


Her whiskers quivering angrily, Glory shoved a safety pin through one end of the rubber band and jabbed it into the spine of the dictionary behind her. She’d show Fumble. No way was she going to let him get the best of her. Or Roquefort Dupont. Hit list or no hit list, she had a job to do.


Pushing all thoughts of her father and the Black Paw out of her mind, Glory tugged on the rubber band to make sure it was securely anchored, then tied a small loop in the other end and thrust a hind paw through it. She crept to the edge of the shelf, steadied herself, and was just about to dive over the edge when—BRNGGGGG!—the phone on the desk below her rang.


Startled, Glory shot straight up into the air. She landed on top of a framed picture of a cat and glanced around in alarm, her heart pounding a rapid tattoo. Had she been spotted? No, still no humans in sight. But the telephone’s insistent ringing always brought them running.


BRNGGGGG! Sure enough, Glory heard a door open and close just down the corridor. She didn’t have much time. It was now or never. Glory slid down the back of the frame and scurried back to the edge of the shelf. She drew a deep breath—she had to concentrate! Much as she hated to admit it, Fumble was right. The Black Paw had rattled her. She’d been off her game these past few days, and she couldn’t afford to make another mistake.


Willing herself to focus, Glory aimed for the desktop below and bungee-jumped headfirst toward the red folder, scooping the small plastic bag on top of it into her paws before the rubber band snapped her back up to the shelf again. It was a clean move, flawlessly executed, and so swift that even had a human been present, he or she might not have noticed at all. Moving quickly, Glory unhooked the rubber band and stuffed it into her backpack along with the merchandise, then ran for cover. She flung herself into a rose-patterned teacup on the far end of the shelf and huddled in its depths, panting. BRNGGGGG! Rapid footsteps announced the approach of the desk’s occupant. Glory heard the clatter of the telephone receiver, followed by the murmur of conversation. She hoped fervently that her microphone wasn’t picking up the frantic pattering of her heart. She could only imagine the mileage Fumble would get from that.


As if sensing her thoughts, her colleague asked, “Everything all right, Glory?”


Glory drew a deep breath, trying to calm herself. “Just swell.”


“Did you retrieve the merchandise?”


“Affirmative.”


There was a click as the telephone receiver was returned to its place, then the rustling of papers on the desk. A drawer opened and closed. Glory remained motionless, waiting for the human to leave. They always did.


Suddenly, her stomach lurched as the teacup in which she was hiding rose into the air. She ducked as something hit her on the head. “Ow!” She swatted the something aside and sat up, squinting at it. It was a square paper object with a string attached to one end. The string trailed over the edge of the cup. Glory gave a squeak of alarm. A teabag!


She sprang out of the cup and onto the saucer just as a stream of hot water came pouring in, but she wasn’t fast enough. A few drops of steaming liquid spattered onto the tip of her tail. Glory squeaked again.


The human on the other end of the teakettle shrieked when she saw Glory and dropped both kettle and teacup onto the desk with a clatter. Glory leaped from the saucer just before it crashed. She ran, taking cover in the open tent of a birthday card.


“What’s going on, Glory?” demanded Fumble.


Glory clutched her scalded tail and forced herself to breathe normally. A fine field agent she was. She’d never earn her Silver Skateboard at this rate. That had been a close call. Way too close for comfort. Still, no point in reporting that she’d almost become a mouse teabag. “Nothing,” she said.


“Didn’t sound like nothing,” said Fumble suspiciously. “Sounded like a scream. A human scream.”


“Stow it, Fumble. You’re imagining things,” snapped Glory. “I’m coming in. Over and out.”


Glory peered out from inside the birthday card. The human was distracted, frantically trying to mop up the flood of hot water. Glory darted toward the back edge of the desk and catapulted off, catching the phone cord in one paw and rappelling neatly down to the floor. She landed with a light thump, jammed her safety helmet on her head, grabbed her skateboard, and wiggled into the conduit.


If Glory herself had designed Washington’s International Spy Museum, she couldn’t have created a more perfectly mouse-friendly work environment. The conduits that channeled all the electrical wires and cables for telephone, computer, audio, and video connections throughout the building not only allowed the Spy Mice Agency access to state-of-the-art equipment, but also doubled as a series of superhighways along which mice—especially field agents equipped with skateboards—could travel quite comfortably.


Glory ollied up and over a line of computer cable, slapped down into the conduit tube, and rocketed toward headquarters. She had to get to Julius before Fumble did. If her colleague reported this second mishap to her boss, she could lose her job. Even though being spotted by a human during a mission wasn’t technically a breach of the Mouse Code—certainly not as serious a breach as actually talking to one—still, it wasn’t something Julius would take lightly.


But even the thought of losing her job paled in comparison to the Black Paw, thought Glory grimly. She could always find another job. The Black Paw could mean the end of everything.


And as she carved her way down toward Central Command, it seemed to Glory that the wheels of her skateboard clacked out the same ominous phrase over and over again: Marked for death . . . marked for death . . . marked for death . . .





CHAPTER 3



DAY ONE • FRIDAY • 1130 HOURS


Oz ran blindly, heedless of anything but his dire need to escape. Behind him, Jordan and Tank were rallying the sharks for the chase. The hunt for Delilah Bean had been abandoned; he, Oz, was proving far better sport.


“Don’t let him get away!” hollered Jordan.


Huffing and puffing, Oz lumbered on through the exhibits. Ninja. Cloak. Dagger. Shadow. With its high-tech lighting and exposed pipes running along the ceiling, the museum looked like the inside of a submarine. Oz didn’t stop to admire the view, however; nor did he linger by the display cases full of gadgets (hollow coins for hiding messages! lock pick kits! video camera sunglasses!), disguises, and tips on the spy trade. Oz had a tiny head start, and he wasn’t about to waste it. There was no way he could outrun the sharks. He’d have to outwit them.


“There he goes!”


“Get him!”


Oz glanced frantically back over his shoulder. The sharks were gaining on him. For once, though, he held the advantage. For once, the odds weren’t stacked overwhelmingly against him.


Oz’s father was the manager of the museum’s Spy City Café, and since moving from California to Washington, D.C., two months ago, Oz had spent nearly every afternoon here in the building at Ninth and F Streets. When the dismissal bell rang at Chester B. Arthur Elementary School, Oz hopped the bus from Georgetown to Dupont Circle, then transferred to the Metro’s red line for the short subway ride to the museum. He knew its layout like the back of his hand.


He also knew he couldn’t last much longer. Oz didn’t even run this hard in P.E. Sweat was dripping off his forehead and spattering onto his glasses, which had slid down again and were perched on the end of his nose. He swiped at them and ducked into the Secret History of History exhibit.


A quiet room with red walls, polished wood floors, and oriental carpets, it was usually a soothing place. A place Oz liked to hang out and read all about espionage—information he figured he’d need someday when he was a spy. It was here that he’d gotten the idea for his social studies report about the Trojan Horse, the trick the ancient Greeks used to infiltrate and conquer the city of Troy. Oz didn’t linger now, though. Now the red paint on the walls seemed to flash “Warning!” and “Danger!” He fled past the model of the hollow wooden horse with Greek soldiers crawling from its belly and ran on.


Emerging into a hallway, Oz paused for a fraction of a second, panting heavily. To his left was Fly, Spy!—an exhibit about World War II surveillance pigeons. To his right was the library, with famous books about spies lining its shelves. Both were dead ends. He stared at the long hallway ahead. If he kept running, he’d probably pass out. Then the sharks would have him for sure. There was no other option; he’d have to risk the wrath of museum security.


Oz darted to the left toward a floor-length red velvet curtain. A rope was draped across it, on which hung a NO ADMITTANCE sign. Oz ignored the warning and ducked under the rope. He pushed past the curtain to the stairway beyond and paused, wheezing.


“Hey, where’d he go?” It was Tank. He was close—heart-stoppingly close. Just on the other side of the curtain, in fact. Oz held his breath.


“He can’t have gone far,” Jordan replied. “Did you see him run? He waddles like a possum.”


“Yeah,” said Tank, sniggering. “Maybe he hides like one too. He’s probably stuffed under a table or something. I’ll double back.”


“We’ll keep going,” said Jordan. “Send someone for me if you find him.”


Oz heard the sharks walk away. His heart started beating again. His ruse had worked!


“Hey, what’s behind that curtain?”


It was Tank again. Oz froze. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut, hoping that for once, just this once, maybe he really would turn invisible. And then—


“You boys move along now,” said another voice. A gruff voice that Oz recognized. It was Herbie, one of the security guards. “You see the sign. That’s off limits. Nothing for you to see back there.”


Tank grunted, and Oz heard him shuffle reluctantly away.


“Never mind, guys,” said Jordan to the rest of his followers. “We’ll find him. He can’t have gone far.” And with that, he too moved off.


Oz rested where he was for a few moments, breathing shakily. His luck had held. He’d bought himself a little time. The sharks would catch him eventually—they always did—but for now he was safe.


Oz tiptoed up the stairs to the fourth floor, where a warren of cubicles housed the museum’s administrative offices. He crept quietly past them to the elevator and emerged moments later on the ground floor. Passing under the statue of Feliks Dzerzhinsky, the former head of Russia’s dreaded secret police, which hung suspended from the lobby ceiling, Oz took shelter in the hallway behind the Spy City Café. There he crawled under an open metal stairway and wedged himself into the shadows. The smell of chocolate chip cookies wafted out from the kitchen. He sniffed the air longingly. Chocolate chip cookies were his favorite, and his dad had promised to bake a fresh batch as a treat for him and his schoolmates. But going into the café meant he’d have to talk to his dad, and Oz wasn’t ready to face his dad just yet. His dad could read him like a book. One look at his hot, sweaty, tear-tracked face and his dad would know that he, Oz, had failed yet again. That his son was a fat loser with no friends.


Starting over at a new school was never easy, especially for a chubby kid with a weird name. Oz knew this from bitter experience. He’d done it four times already since kindergarten, thanks to his mother’s career as an opera singer. Seattle, San Francisco, Atlanta, New York—all had been home at one time or another in the past few years. And now they’d landed here in Washington, D.C., where his mom would start her new job at the National Opera as soon as she returned from her Australian tour.


Oz slumped further into the shadows. He’d hoped maybe this time things would be different. Maybe this time he’d fit in. Make some friends. He’d even managed to make a bit of a game of things by pretending that staying off the radar screen was training for his future career as a spy. At his last school, Oz had managed to keep away from the sharks—and there were sharks at every school, he’d learned—until nearly Valentine’s Day. But here it was only Halloween and he was already shark bait.


Oz hung his head. Some secret agent he’d make. He was a complete failure as an aspiring spy and as a human being. He didn’t have one single friend. Not even Delilah Bean, the sharks’ other favorite target. Why did I even bother trying to protect her? Oz thought glumly. It wasn’t as if she’d spoken two words to him since the beginning of school.


“Loser,” he whispered to himself, and slumping farther into the shadows, he surrendered to his dark thoughts.


Just then, at the far end of the hallway near the Ninth Street entrance, an elegant little nose emerged from a ventilation shaft. The nose caught the scent of chocolate chip cookies and twitched appreciatively. A second later Glory poked the rest of herself through the hole. Frowning, she plunked her flamingo pink skateboard onto the hallway floor and placed one hind paw atop it. With the other, she gave a powerful thrust and sped toward the stairway. So consumed was Glory with worry about the Black Paw, and her father’s death, and whether Fumble had tattled to Julius, that she didn’t see Oz sitting motionless beneath it.


Nor did Oz, still mired in misery, notice Glory.


Her face set in a scowl, whiskers sticking out like angry quills, Glory ripped down the hallway at a tremendous speed. At the last minute, she spotted Oz’s tennis shoe. She squeaked in alarm and tried to swerve out of the way, but it was too late.


“EEEEEEEEEYOWWWWWWWW!” she cried as she collided with Oz’s foot. Glory’s skateboard went flying in one direction; she went flying in another.


The skateboard landed with a crash and so did Glory. She lay flat on her back for a long moment, stunned and breathless. What the heck was that? she wondered. Her helmet had been knocked askew and she couldn’t see a thing. She reached up with one paw to push it aside and assess the damage, and as she did so she gave another frightened squeak. Oz was on his knees beside her, his face looming close to hers.


Boy and mouse stared at each other in shock.


Glory gaped at Oz, frozen with fear. Her bright little eyes flicked toward the narrow gap under the Ninth Street exit door. Could she make it? Her whiskers quivered in terror and her heart was pounding so hard she was sure the human could hear it. Every instinct in her little mouse body told her to run. But as she stared up at Oz, she felt an odd prickling of recognition. There was something familiar about him, something she couldn’t quite put her paw on.


He didn’t look familiar at all—just a round human boy with a round moon of a face topped with a shock of pale blond hair. Round wire-rimmed glasses partially obscured his eyes. A shame, thought Glory, for the boy’s eyes were his best feature. Dark as bittersweet chocolate, they shone with an alert intelligence that—Glory gasped. It was the eyes! The boy’s eyes were familiar!


She cocked her head and scrutinized Oz carefully. He knelt in the shadows, motionless, inspecting her just as carefully. And then in a flash Glory had it. The boy reminded her of her brother B-Nut!


Glory smacked a paw against the side of her head and shook herself vigorously. The crash must have knocked more than the wind out of her. As bright as B-Nut? Impossible. The boy was only human, after all.
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