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  It seems only yesterday I used to believe there was nothing under my skin but light.




  If you cut me I could shine.




  BILLY COLLINS,




  “On Turning Ten”




   




  Going in circles, it’s a vicious cycle




  This is a crash course, this ain’t high school.




  JAY-Z,




  “American Dreamin’”
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  In September 2004, French police discovered a hidden chamber in the catacombs under Paris. It contained a full-size movie screen,

  projection equipment, a bar, a pressure cooker for making couscous, a professionally installed electricity system, and at least three phone lines. Movies ranged from 1950s noir classics to recent

  thrillers.




  When the police returned three days later, the phone and power lines had been cut and there was a note on the floor:




  “Do not try to find us.”




  —from www.futilitycloset.com/2005/03/14/underground-cinema/
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  Roux?”




  Nothing.




  “Roux?”




  Still nothing.




  “Roux!”




  “Ssshh! I’m thinking!”




  I glanced up from my lock and key to see my best friend, Roux, frowning at a tiny magnetic chessboard. “How long does it take to move one chess piece?” I asked her.

  “You’ve been sitting there for nearly an hour.”




  “Did anyone ever ask Catherine the Great how long it took her to take over her husband’s army?” Roux asked, her eyes never leaving the board. “Or Elizabeth the First how

  long it took her to do . . . whatever she did? No. So sssshh.”




  “But they were royalty. You—”




  “I dare you to finish that sentence. Really. I dare you.”




  I sighed and sat back in my desk, restless and ready to leave. We had been at an SAT prep class for most of the afternoon (Roux’s absentee parents had forced her to register because they

  read about it in New York magazine’s “What’s Right Right Now” issue while stuck on a plane to Milan; I enrolled because Roux threatened to end our friendship if I

  didn’t), but Roux was in no hurry to leave. We were in some lecture hall at NYU, where the one bright spot was the central air-conditioning. Manhattan had been engulfed in a late-August heat

  wave for nearly a week, and I was pretty sure that our prep class had a few stragglers that just wanted to escape the heat and had no interest in learning about analogies and test-taking

  secrets.




  Roux was still bent over her chessboard, muttering to herself. Angelo, a family friend and pretty much my surrogate uncle, had taught Roux the rules of chess last spring, and they had been

  engaged in a summer-long game that seemed never ending. He refused to play online, though, which meant Roux had to keep the game going on her travel chess set.




  “Roux seems to be quite good at scheming and masterminding,” Angelo had commented soon after their game started.




  “And this surprises you how?” I replied.




  “Touché.”




  But Roux also had a soft, mushy side, and she was one of the most trustworthy people I knew. “You’re like a Cadbury egg,” I had once tried to explain to her.

  “You’ve got this hard shell, but inside you’re all sweet and mushy and gooey.”




  She waited a few seconds before socking me in the shoulder.




  “Ow!”




  “Can a Cadbury egg do that? That’s what I thought.”




  Despite her prickly personality, we’d been friends from the moment we met last year. And she was one of only two people who knew my most secret of secrets, that Angelo, my parents, and I

  all worked as spies for a secret organization known as the Collective.




  I guess you could describe the Collective as a sort of rogue, secretive Robin Hood organization. We try to right wrongs, return money to retirement accounts, expose the bad guys for who they are

  without ever revealing ourselves. This time last year, I was in Reykjavík with my parents, exposing a human trafficking ring. We’ve been all over the world, but after a near disaster

  last fall, we now call Manhattan home.




  At least for now.




  “Wait a minute,” Roux said, sitting up straight with an evil grin spreading across her face. “Waaaait a minute. Oh, you’re dead, Angelo. God save the queen because here

  she comes.” She expertly moved one of her pieces, keeping one finger on top of the figure until she was sure, then let go with a triumphant cry.




  “He’s going to weep when he sees that genius move I just made!” she crowed. “You can tell him I said that.”




  “Can’t wait,” I said. “Can we go now?” I gestured toward the lock in front of me. It was complicated, and I had made exactly zero progress on trying to pick it.

  “This is frustrating me and I want to throw it out the window.”




  Roux peered down at the monstrosity. “What the hell is that?”




  I sighed. “Annoying locks are annoying. I can’t crack it at all, but Angelo told me that I had to try and figure it out while he was gone.”




  “He’s so irritating that way.” Roux nodded in sympathy. “When’s he coming back?”




  “Dunno.” I flicked at the lock with my fingernail, but it refused to unlock itself. “He’s been gone almost two months, though. Too long.”




  “I know, right? Do you know what it’s like to have to play travel chess with someone out of the country?” Roux sighed in what I’m sure she thought was solidarity.

  “But c’mon, you’re the best lock picker and safecracker that I know. You can do it. Rah, rah, rah and oh, screw it. I can’t fake enthusiasm in this heat. I need to save my

  energy.”




  I glanced at her. “How many safecrackers do you know?”




  She shrugged. “Hundreds, for all I know. You spies are a sneaky bunch.”




  She had a point.




  “C’mon, let’s go,” I said. “I’ll try to figure this out later.”




  “So where is our assassin friend, anyway?” Roux asked as we got our bags together.




  “For the millionth time,” I said with a sigh, “Angelo is not an assassin. He handles documents and currency. End of.”




  “Suuuure he’s not an assassin,” Roux said. “You just can’t tell me because you’d be compromising my safety.” She gave me a huge, exaggerated

  wink and then nudged me in the ribs. “I get it.”




  But I was telling her the truth about Angelo. He wasn’t an assassin; he handled the paper trail: phony passports and birth certificates, drivers’ licenses, and Social Security cards.

  Whatever documents my family needed, he provided.




  My mom’s the computer hacker in our family. She can get into huge computer mainframes, pull up incriminating e-mails that most people would never be able to find, and hide her tracks

  without even breaking a sweat. My dad’s the linguist and statistician, which doesn’t sound awesome until you hear him start shouting in German to create a distraction so my mom can drop

  a tracker into a corrupt businessman’s jacket pocket. (You haven’t lived until you’ve shouted German curse words with your dad in a Tokyo airport. It’s pretty great.)




  I was, as Roux so nicely pointed out, an excellent lock picker and safecracker. Angelo had taught me some tricks of the trade when I was a toddler, but now I had surpassed even his talents.

  “Go fly, little Jedi,” he had said to me after I broke into the safe that he had given me for Christmas last year, which made me happy because it meant he had watched all the Star Wars

  DVDs I had given him.




  My phone buzzed as Roux and I gathered up our bags and chess games, and I glanced at the screen to see two texts from my boyfriend, Jesse. I tucked my phone away without reading them. I

  don’t know why, but I like to read his texts in private. It makes them feel more special, more personal, more mine.




  “Jesse?” Roux asked. “You have that dopey, love-struck look on your face.”




  “Shut up some more.” I grinned. “You ready?”




  “Ready to face that unrelenting, diabolical heat? No.”




  “You should be a writer.”




  She snorted out a laugh. “BOOOOR-RING! C’mon, let’s go so you can call your boyfriend and say a bunch of gooey, lovey things to him.”




  “Yeah, because that really sounds like me.”




  “Hey, you’re a spy. You have all sorts of secrets.”




  “Yeah, and you know most of them.”




  “Thanks, that makes me feel special.”




  We went down the narrow staircase before getting to the set of double doors, but just as Roux used her hip to shove it open, two girls came through the other side and we all nearly bumped into

  one another.




  “Hey, slut,” one of the girls said, and Roux froze, her hip still pressed against the door’s bar as they sauntered past, giggling to themselves.




  “Rude much?” I yelled after them, but they didn’t turn around, and by the time I looked back at Roux, her face had smoothed out into its normal,

  “what-ever” expression. “Do you know them?” I asked her.




  “Nope,” she replied. “They’re probably starting at Harper in September. A new set of ducklings ready to taunt me.”




  When I first met Roux, she had been the outcast of Harper School, our private high school in the West Village. She had once been the Queen Bee, the Mean Girl, whatever you want to call it, but

  karma had reared its ugly head and Roux became a social leper. She rarely talks about it, but the whole experience really hurt her. I had thought things were a little better, but I knew she was

  nervous about the first day of school this year, and if those two strangers were any indication, she had every right to be.




  But the slur was forgotten as soon as we stepped outside, greeted by a wall of hot and humid air. “Forget it,” Roux said, starting to step back inside the school. “I’m

  just going to stay here until Thanksgiving. Maybe Christmas.”




  I grabbed her sleeve and tugged her outside. “It’s miserable, but we’re going to suffer together. And it’s only two blocks to the subway station.”




  But we weren’t even four steps away from the building before I thought that maybe Roux’s idea had been better. “I can feel my hair melting.” I moaned.




  “I think my skin is bubbling.” Roux held up her arm to check. “This has to be super aging, too, right? You can’t be exposed to this much heat and not get some serious

  frown lines.”




  “I have no idea.” I tied my hair up into a messy bun and then fanned the back of my neck. “If I faint, promise me you’ll send someone back for my body.”




  “If I don’t go insane from heatstroke first, then absolutely.”




  “Thanks, you’re a true friend.”




  Roux and I made our way across the street and up Broadway toward the subway with the rest of the end-of-summer zombies who were staggering around Manhattan. The city had been pretty empty for

  the past two weeks, as most everyone escaped the city and the heat for the last few days of summer. Even Jesse had bailed to visit his mom in Connecticut. When he and I first met, his parents had

  just split up, his mom had moved out of their downtown apartment, and Jesse had been barely speaking to her. Things were a lot better between them now, though, so I was super happy that he was

  visiting her.




  “Jesse’s coming back tonight?” Roux asked me, slipping Ray-Bans over her eyes.




  “Yep. He’s gonna call me when his train gets into Grand Central. He might come over later.”




  “He better come over later,” she said. “It’s almost your first anniversary.”




  I side-eyed her. “Our anniversary is technically on Halloween. It’s two months away.”




  “Isn’t it sooner? You met in late September.”




  “Yeah, but we weren’t dating-dating. He was still my assignment then.”




  So . . . yeah. About that. There’s really no way to tell this story without making me sound like a terrible person, so I’ll keep it short.




  Basically, I was assigned to get to know Jesse because his father runs Memorandum magazine, which is pretty big. They were going to run an in-depth article exposing the Collective and

  me, and it was my job to stop the article from running. Only I kinda maybe developed this huge crush on Jesse. And then he started crushing on me right back. And then we sort of made out a lot, and

  I never told anyone, including Jesse, that I had pretty much become a double agent until we found out that his dad wasn’t going to run the story after all. And then when I tried to tell my

  parents, they realized that I had fallen in love with him and they didn’t believe me.




  That was sort of a crazy time. I haven’t even told you about the attempted kidnapping yet. Or how the bad guys ended up chasing us twenty blocks and Angelo had to fly in on a helicopter to

  save me and Roux and Jesse from almost being killed.




  I don’t like to brag, but sometimes my life can be really exciting.




  Anyway, Jesse and I are still together, and he’s forgiven me for lying to him in the beginning. We both figure that if our relationship can survive all that, then we’re pretty good

  at being together. And we are. He’s the only person besides Roux who knows that Angelo, my parents, and I are all spies, and he’s never once spilled the secret. (Probably because he

  also thinks that Angelo is an assassin. Roux can be very convincing.)




  “Wanna come over?” I asked Roux as we tried to walk under as many awnings as possible, avoiding the sun. “I think my dad’s doing something involving barbecue

  tonight.”




  “No, thanks, I have my tae kwon do class.”




  “Ah, that’s right.” During our exciting near escape last year, Roux had managed to break the bad guy’s nose and now she’s all gung-ho on self-defense and putting up

  a good offense.




  “And I think my parents are going to be home late tonight, anyway,” Roux continued, now examining her cuticles. “I should probably be around to guilt them about leaving for

  five weeks.”




  “You could probably get a pony out of it,” I said.




  “The last thing I need is something that neighs and craps all over the foyer.” She tossed her hair back over her shoulder and straightened her sunglasses. “Don’t worry,

  I’ll get my revenge when they’re old and it’s time to put them in nursing homes. They’ll spend their last days making macramé if I have anything to say about

  it.”




  Roux’s parents are ridiculously wealthy. Like, how-are-you-even-a-real-person wealthy. It might sound amazing, but the real downside is that they’re never home. They live in this

  huge building on the Upper East Side and Roux always seems to have the place to herself. Her dad has meetings around the world, and her mom goes with him. “Someone has to see if all the

  luxury spas in the world are up to snuff,” Roux says, but it’s hard to miss the hurt in her eyes. And then there’s the Frieze Art Fair in London, Art Basel in Miami, antique

  auctions in Rome, getaway vacations in Bora Bora, and so on and so on.




  It makes my parents insane because they like Roux and feel bad that she’s practically raising herself, but what can you do? “We could break into her parents’ online accounts

  and siphon out their money into an account for Roux,” my mom answered when I asked that several months ago, and it took an hour for my dad and me to talk her out of the idea.




  Once a computer hacker, always a computer hacker.




  “Well, tell your parents I said hi,” I told Roux as we started to cross the street against the light. “Even though they’ve never met me.”




  “Please,” Roux said. “I could tell them that you met last year at a black tie cocktail reception for famous chimpanzees and they’d believe me. And maybe I should

  get a pony. I could name it Consolation Prize.”




  “Brilliant idea,” I replied. I had learned long ago that Roux’s schemes came and went with equal speed. And sure enough, she was already off on her next subject.




  “Are you bored?”




  “What? You mean, right now? Not really. I mean, nothing’s really happening but—”




  “No, I just mean in general. Like, with your life.”




  I sighed. I knew where this conversation was going and decided to cut to the chase. “No, Roux, I am not leaving on any new missions. I told you, I’m out. At least until after I

  graduate next year.”




  “Well, what if you had to? Like, if national security was at stake?”




  “The government doesn’t even know about us. I doubt they’d call my dad and be like, ‘Hey, you three busy? There’s this thing . . .’ ”




  We stopped at the corner across from the subway station at Astor Place as Roux lowered her sunglasses to look at me. “You’re lying,” she finally said. “Your eyes are

  going up and to the left.”




  “That means I’m lying?”




  “Yes. I’ve been studying up on human facial tics.”




  “Sounds riveting. And I am not lying. Are you getting on the subway with me or not?”




  “No, I have to go home and get my stuff.” Roux stepped off the curb to hail a taxi just as a man cut in front of us. He was wearing an old suit and tie that clearly had not been

  washed for a few days, and he had a few weeks’ worth of whiskers lining his face.




  “You!” he said to me, pointing right in my face. His nails were long and dirty, but I didn’t flinch. A lifetime of learning how to stay calm in stressful situations often came

  in handy in New York.




  “They’re after you next!” he yelled. “Especially you!”




  “Excellent, that’s great,” Roux said under her breath, reaching for my arm and pulling me away from the man. “Let’s just step over here and get out of Insane Land,

  okay? There we go.”




  I watched as the man staggered down the street, blending in with the late-afternoon crowds. “Well, that was weird,” I said.




  “Do you know him?” Roux asked.




  “I’ve never seen him before in my life.”




  “You!” the man yelled again, this time pointing at a nanny pushing a stroller. She didn’t even blink. “Especially you!”




  Roux just shook her head. “Welcome to Manhattan.” She held her arm out for a taxi. “It’s almost four, they’re all going off duty soon, and I am not

  standing on a subway platform in this heat.” She stepped farther into the street so that the next cab would have to hit her or stop for her, not even flinching when one nearly grazed her as

  he slammed to a halt. I couldn’t hear the driver, but I could read lips well enough to know that he was using some pretty unique and colorful curse words.




  He and Roux would get along just fine.




  “I’ll text you later?” Roux said as she climbed into the backseat.




  “You better! Enjoy your class! Don’t break anyone’s nose!”




  “I make no promises!” She stopped and pushed her sunglasses up on her head. “You sure you’re not bored?”




  Now I could hear the cab driver, as well as all the car horns behind them, mad that Roux was holding up traffic. “Definitely not bored,” I told her. “Trust me, I’m done.

  I’m a civilian. I’m out.”




  And I meant it.




  Until I got home and heard the news.
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  I first knew something was wrong when I rounded Spring Street and our loft came into view. Everything looked normal, just another

  day in Soho, but there was opera music soaring out, seeping through the cracks in our closed windows and floating down toward me.




  It was “Der Hölle Rache kocht in meinem Herzen” from Mozart’s The Magic Flute.




  Translation? “Hell’s vengeance boils in my heart.”




  I ran the rest of the way home.




  We’ve lived in our loft since we moved back to Manhattan from Reykjavík last year. It was just supposed to be a stopping ground, like so many of our houses were. Sometimes they felt

  like movie sets rather than homes, four walls with actors inside, playing our parts and then moving on to the next set, the next role. I’ve lost count of all the places we’ve lived, but

  we’ve been on six out of seven continents. (Let’s be honest: Antarctica doesn’t see a lot of crime-related activity. It’s too cold to even think about committing a

  crime.) I think this is the longest my family has ever been in one place, which is interesting. I’ve always had wings, never roots, and now I wake up to see the same four walls and have the

  same name—Maggie—every single day.




  Hearing the Austrian aria made me realize how quickly all of that could disappear.




  I dashed down the street and hurried into the elevator, yanking its steel door down and jabbing the button until my finger hurt and it finally started to rise. The soprano’s voice was

  staccatoing like rocks across a pond, making my heart match its pace. We never listened to this song, not ever.




  This song meant that something was wrong.




  The elevator doors opened at a glacial pace, and I finally got so impatient that I stuck my fingers in and practically pried them apart. Our front door was there, the dingy #3 hanging smack in

  the center, a stark counterpart to the fingerprint scanner that sat next to the doorbell.




  The fingerprint scanner had been installed last year, notable not only because it was, you know, a fingerprint scanner attached to our front door, but also because the Collective had no

  idea that it was there. Angelo had it put in as an extra measure of security, along with our new steel front door. If anyone ever tried to sledgehammer through the door, they’d quickly find a

  half ton of metal waiting to stop them. It was cool if you didn’t think about why we needed those things.




  This is why we need them:




  When I was four years old, a man named Colton Hooper tried to kidnap me because I was apparently a little safecracking genius and he wanted to use me for his own nefarious needs. We didn’t

  know it was him at the time because he hired someone to do it. Luckily, my parents and Angelo got wind of the plan and they flew me out of the country. Colton killed the kidnapper-for-hire to

  protect his own identity.




  That’s crazy enough, I know, but what made it crazier was that Colton was a high-ranking member of the Collective. He was our handler—in charge of assigning our missions, providing

  our multiple identities, and setting us up in our new locations. It turned out he was quite the multi-tasker, trying to sell information about us to Jesse’s dad’s magazine. If he

  couldn’t get me, he might as well make some money, right?




  Wrong.




  Look, I don’t like to brag a lot, but I’m pretty proud of the fact that we stopped Colton. And by we, I mean Roux and Jesse and me. I sort of broke code—okay, I

  completely broke code—by telling Roux and Jesse about my family and the Collective. But they responded by being awesome and helping me prove that Colton Hooper was a liar and very

  dangerous.




  And oh yeah, there was also a twenty-block high-speed chase in which Roux, Jesse, and I had to outrun Colton. Then Roux attacked Colton, and Angelo had to fly in on a helicopter and save us.

  Followed by taking out Colton, which made my parents be all like “What. The. Hell.”




  It was a long week, I’ll tell you. I think I’m still recovering from the drama, even though it happened almost a year ago.




  So that’s the short version of why we had a fingerprint scanner installed. I don’t even know where Angelo got it, or who installed it, but it was there now. I jammed my index finger

  against it and waited impatiently for the familiar sound of the bolt clicking open. I can crack the lock, of course (what good is being a lock picker if you can’t even break into your own

  house?), but it’s faster to wait for the scanner instead.




  Still, every second felt like an hour.




  I heaved the door open as soon as I could, and the music almost blasted me right out of the loft, it was that loud. There’s only two reasons to play music at that volume: one, a party, and

  two, a secret.




  And I was pretty sure that my parents weren’t throwing a party.




  My mom was the first to see me, arms crossed and brow furrowed as she stood leaning against the kitchen island. Her face totally changed when she saw me, smoothing out into a smile as she stood

  up straight and uncrossed her arms. “Hi,” she said, but I could only read her lips, not hear her.




  My dad was standing across from her, the same worried gaze on his face, but it took him a few seconds longer than my mom to hide his emotions. He just waved and then pretended to lip-synch along

  with the aria, but I was in no mood for dad shenanigans. There was a pot of something on the stove, which was just as bad a sign as the opera. My dad stress-eats when he’s nervous: after

  Colton Hooper was assassinated, he put on ten pounds.




  Angelo was standing next to my father, his face as calm and genteel as always. He wore a seersucker suit, a gray-collared shirt, and a pink-and-gray-striped silk tie. How he wasn’t melting

  in the heat, I had no idea, but that’s Angelo for you. He’s a perfect spy because he’s like a mirage, like he exists outside of the world while still living in it. Sometimes

  it’s hard to believe he’s even real.




  But he was very real, and very definitely standing in my kitchen, and, I knew, very much responsible for the music blasting out of the speakers.




  He gave me a small wave and a beatific smile as I ran to hug him. “You’re a jerk for being gone for so long,” I yelled, since the music was so loud. “You owe me a million

  espressos.”




  Angelo just grinned and reached for a remote to turn down the music. “Hello, my love,” he said. “Sorry, we were a bit loud, weren’t we. Apologies all around.”




  I crossed my arms and looked at him, trying to figure out where he had been. Pale skin meant north, maybe Russia or Scandinavia. Tan skin meant West Africa, maybe the Mediterranean or Colombia.

  But Angelo looked the same, impassive as ever.




  “Well?” I said. “Is anyone going to explain why we’re deafening half of lower Manhattan with our distress signal? I could hear the music all the way around the corner!

  And isn’t this a speech that you’re supposed to give me, your teenage daughter?”




  My dad shrugged. “Your parents like to have fun sometimes. Let our hair down. We get crazy.”




  He may have been trying to be funny (emphasis on trying), but the wrinkles were still creased between his eyes and my mom was gripping the dishwasher handle even as she smiled at

  me.




  “How was Roux?” she asked me. “Still Roux-like?”




  “She’s insane,” I replied. “You know that. What’s going on?”




  Everyone looked in a different direction, desperately trying to avoid eye contact: at the floor, the clock, the window, and I put my hands on my hips and shook my head. “Nope,” I

  said. “Nope, nope, and nope. We talked about this, remember? We said we were going to work on communicating as a family so that you’re not surprised the next time my best

  friend, my boyfriend, and I are chased down by a ruthless thug. I thought that was our new rule.”




  “Sweetheart, it’s not that big—”




  “Seriously?” I said. “You’ve been training me since I was two to spot a liar and now you want to lie to me? That is terrible parenting on your part. For you, not

  for me. It’s working out pretty well for me.”




  My parents glanced at each other, then at Angelo. Angelo stayed serene throughout the wordless conversation, but then he picked up the remote and cranked the music back up into cringe-inducing

  decibels. “Come here,” he said, beckoning me over, and I steeled myself and crossed the room into our makeshift cone of silence.




  I knew that the loud music was there to screw up any potential bugs. After the Colton Hooper incident, my mom had scoured our loft and made sure it was free of all monitoring devices, but you

  can never be too careful. Ever. And I knew that this aria, in particular, screwed up bugs because of the pitch changes. Anyone trying to hear voices, or even inflections, would be completely out of

  luck.




  I knew all of this in theory, of course, but not in practice.




  My parents, Angelo, and I huddled together in the kitchen, looking like the most ragtag, mismatched football team in history, talking about plays while the clock counted down. My mom put her arm

  around my shoulders, and I let her because I think she was comforting herself more than me.




  “There’s been a, um, development,” my dad began as the soprano’s voice hit a particularly high note. I would probably vomit if I ever heard this song again.




  “A development in what?” I asked. “Do we have to move again?”




  “No,” my mom said.




  “Not yet,” my dad added.




  “Do they ever agree?” Angelo asked me with a knowing wink.




  “What developed?” I asked again. “Someone tell me before I throw those speakers out the window.”




  My parents glanced at each other, and I saw my dad reach down to take my mom’s hand. “The Collective was here today,” my dad said.




  “Here?” I gasped. “Here? Like, New York here, or in-our-house here?”




  “Our house,” my dad replied.




  “Our home,” my mom corrected him, then squeezed my shoulder. “Our home is wherever we are, Mags. You know that.”




  I did know that. Home is where your family is, blah blah blah. My parents had been saying it since the day I was born.




  “Did they find out about the fingerprint scanner?” I asked. “I mean, why else would they be here? And why are we blasting music if they were here?” My stomach was

  starting to flip and I looked at Angelo.




  “They did see the scanner,” he said, “but no, love, that’s not why they were here.”




  I thought about Roux, blissfully karate chopping fake enemies in a dojo somewhere uptown, and Jesse sitting outside in Connecticut with his mom, talking about something. Maybe even talking about

  me. I could feel the change coming, and in that moment I wished I could grab Jesse and Roux and not let go.




  “The Collective discovered several discrepancies”—my dad said the word in a way that made me think he didn’t believe it—“in some cases that your mother and I

  did a long time ago. Way back before you were born.”




  “The Dark Ages,” my mother clarified with a smile. “The prehistoric era.”




  “What discrepancies?” I asked, in no mood to be humored and teased. “And stop treating me like a little kid. You can’t bring me into this and then pretend like it’s

  nothing.”




  My parents looked at each other again and when they looked back at me, it was clear that all the soft-pedaling was over. “They’re saying that your mother and I stole some evidence

  from a case,” my dad said. “They’re accusing us of lying and they’re opening up an investigation.”




  I stood there trying to process what everyone was saying. “But it’s not true!” I said. “Right? You would never do that! Mom?”




  “Of course not,” she reassured me. “It’s false, it’s just a mistake. It’s a small mix-up that can be fixed.”




  “Then why do you look so worried?”




  And then it hit me. I knew why they were so worried, why we were blasting opera music on a Thursday afternoon, why my mom hadn’t stopped gripping my shoulder.




  “It’s because of me,” I muttered. “It’s because of Colton Hooper.”




  “No, it’s not—” my dad started to say, but I shook my head.




  “You know it’s because of me!” I protested. “They’re mad because I proved that the Collective screwed up, that they were flawed, and now they’re

  pissed.”




  Angelo hadn’t said a word yet.




  “They want us out, don’t they?” I continued. “Is that it? They prove that you and Dad lied or whatever, and then they can exile us and no one’s the

  wiser.”




  No one said anything for a long time, and then finally Angelo spoke up. “Not quite.”




  I looked at him while my parents looked at me.




  “You were not the only one whose life was threatened last year,” Angelo said.




  “What do you mean?”




  “I mean that I’ve been hearing rumors about a few people that have been . . . disbarred, so to speak, from the Collective.”




  “For doing a bad job?”




  “No. For refusing to do a bad job.”




  I glanced over at my parents. My mom was biting her lower lip. “I—I don’t understand,” I said. “Why would . . . ? What do . . . ?”




  “They’re only rumors,” Angelo said as my mom put her hand on my shoulder. “I’ve been contacted by a few people whom the Collective has recently accused of stealing

  evidence or forging the wrong documents. I thought it was best to investigate.”




  “That’s why you’ve been gone for so long,” I said. “How many people?”




  “A few,” he said.




  “A few?” I repeated. “Like, two or three? Or more? Were they right?”




  “We don’t know,” my dad said.




  “You knew about this?” I asked, turning around to look at my parents. “You’ve known about this the whole time and didn’t tell me?”




  “We didn’t want to worry you—” my dad started to say, but Angelo interrupted him.




  “You know now,” he told me. “You’ll always get information when you need it. And they could just be disgruntled employees who were rightfully removed. We don’t know

  yet.”




  “But it’s weird that the Collective is suddenly accusing Mom and Dad of stealing evidence, right?”




  “It could be a coincidence or a filing error.”




  “It’s not like they were threatening us,” my dad pointed out.




  “So that’s why you were blasting opera music?” I countered. “Because you just really dig arias?”




  “We wanted to talk privately,” my mom told me. “Just in case.”




  “It’s a precaution,” my dad said. “That’s all.”




  “And what if they’re right and the Collective’s wrong?” I asked. “Then what?”




  No one said anything this time. They didn’t have to.




  I whirled around and picked up a juice glass sitting on the counter, then threw it as hard as I could. The glass shattered against the brick wall and everyone, me included, jumped at the

  noise.




  “Maggie!” My mom gasped, and she actually looked a little bit scared of me, which only made me more frightened.




  “This is bullshit,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “And we can’t do anything about it, can we?”




  “That is patently untrue,” Angelo said. He had barely flinched at the breaking glass or my teenage temper tantrum. “We can always do something.”




  I looked at him, then my parents. “Like what?”




  “Like prove that they’re wrong,” my dad said. “We can find the missing evidence and prove we didn’t steal it.”




  The glass was glittering on the floor as the sun moved through our windows, and for some reason, it frightened me to even look at it. “It’s not really that easy, is it.”




  “It isn’t,” my mom admitted. “It was a long time ago and it was a dangerous case. We barely escaped out of it. And that was with the Collective’s

  support.”




  My eyes widened as I realized what they weren’t saying. “Are we going rogue?” I whispered. I had heard rumors about spies going rogue, but they had always seemed unbelievable,

  unstable, completely stupid.




  Not anymore.




  “Are we going rogue?” I repeated. “Because if so, I’m in.”




  “No, you’re not,” my dad immediately said. “This is our problem, not yours.”




  “Hey,” I told him. “This is our home, and home is where your family is. And you’re my family and now we’re in trouble. I. Am. In.”




  My mom wiped at her eyes before I could see the tears. “We don’t want to put you in any danger.”




  That’s when I knew we were in serious, serious trouble. I love my parents, but they had spent my entire life putting me in danger. It comes with the job. I mean, I was almost kidnapped

  when I was four! A deranged madman chased my friends and me through lower Manhattan! And now they were worried about danger?




  “Okay, look, I’m just going to say it,” I announced. “I am really good at danger. I sort of excel at escaping it. I don’t like to brag, but I think

  it’s important to state the facts here.”




  “You cannot protect her forever,” Angelo murmured to my parents. “She’s nearly an adult. This is her life, too.”




  “Yeah, what he said.”




  “Maggie, we’re not trying to prove the Collective wrong,” my dad said.




  “Wrong!” I cried. “I already proved them wrong when Colton Hooper turned out to be a double agent. Me. And now they’re after you because they want to

  stop me.” Pieces were clicking together even as I spoke, and I wished I had another juice glass to hurl at the wall. “And they want to stop everyone like me.”




  “We don’t know that.” Angelo stepped in, a well-dressed barrier between my parents and me. “All we have are the facts. Those are our best tools. Supposition and worry has

  never solved anything before and they won’t help us now.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Agreed?”




  “Agreed,” I said, even though I really didn’t. “Are we going to be separated, though? Like, if I have to research this? Because I’m ready.” I wished I felt as

  confident as I sounded, and I tried not to think of Jesse’s and Roux’s faces. “Some kids go to college when they’re seventeen. Some kids become doctors when

  they’re seventeen!”




  “I don’t think you’re going to be a doctor,” my dad said. “Sorry.”




  “It was just an example. I’m trying to tell you that I can live on my own so you don’t have to worry about me.”




  My mom made a sort of strangled noise in the back of her throat.




  “You’ll never be on your own,” Angelo reassured me. “We have friends all over the world. Maybe you’ll get to meet them.”




  “Yay, new friends.” I tried to smile at my parents so they wouldn’t look so concerned. Their lack of poker faces was making me edgy, like there was something I didn’t

  know, something they weren’t telling me. “Let’s do this. I’m in. What’s the deal? What’s the evidence?”




  “Why don’t we meet tomorrow and you and I can discuss?” Angelo suggested, straightening his suit sleeves. “It’s been quite some time since we’ve had a

  tête-à-tête, you and I.”




  “But—”




  “And isn’t that lovely boy of yours coming home this evening?” Angelo tapped his very expensive and definitely not a knockoff Rolex. “Might be late.”




  I glanced down at my phone (producing a sigh from Angelo, who’s always trying to get me to wear a watch, that Luddite). “Yeah, Jesse’s train’s supposed to arrive in,

  like, thirty minutes. But he can wait. This is important.”




  “Go,” my dad said, gesturing toward the door. “We know you missed him.”




  I glanced at the door, wanting to stay and wanting to go. “Okay,” I finally acquiesced. “But this doesn’t mean I’m not taking this seriously. I’m in.

  Let’s do this.”




  “Maggie,” my mom started to say, but I leveled my gaze at my parents and leaned across the counter, as sure as I had ever been.




  “I’m in,” I said again, and this time, no one argued with me.




  





  [image: ]




  Grand Central Station was packed as I rode the subway escalator up to the main concourse. It was rush hour, which meant lots of

  commuters, and I suspected that more than a few tourists were taking refuge in the air-conditioned hall. I couldn’t blame them. I only had to wait on the subway platform for a few minutes

  before the 6 train showed up, and I still felt grimy from the experience.




  Jesse’s train was supposed to be in by now, and I stood on my tiptoes and tried to see if he was off the train yet. He had insisted he would just meet me later, that I didn’t have

  come all the way to the station, but it had been two weeks and I missed him. A lot. More than I thought I could ever miss someone. My parents and I had moved dozens of times all around the world,

  but I had never really made friends and I had definitely never had a boyfriend before.




  Leaving doesn’t matter when there’s no one to leave behind.
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