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To the amazingly talented artist Lucy Cummins—because people do judge books by their covers, and yours are the best






A Warning About Your Cybersecurity

This book was partly inspired by a conversation I had with two people, DiNisha and Malay, who are both cyber experts from the CIA’s Directorate of Digital Innovation. I learned from them how important it is to protect our security on a global scale—but they also wanted me to relay a message to all my readers about your own personal cybersecurity.

DiNisha and Malay were very concerned about how lax young people are with their personal information online. When you use apps that constantly track where you are and share your personal information, you are creating an enormous digital footprint that bad people can use against you. (For example, if you broadcast to the world that you and your family are on vacation, and you have also posted your home address at some point, then some bad folks could put all that information together and realize that it’s a good time to rob your house.) Certainly, adults are making these mistakes as well, but DiNisha and Malay told me that today, young people are giving up way too much information about themselves.

Based upon that conversation, I realized that I needed to try to reduce my own digital footprint as well. It’s not easy, but it’s certainly worth at least trying. You can do things like:


	
Adjust your privacy settings on social media to reduce who can see your posts and information

	Adjust your browser settings to block trackers and cookies

	Disable location services on your devices and apps when they’re not in use. (If you need help doing this, ask your parents. Although it’s very possible that your parents might need your help to do this.)



Also, think a lot before you post, and consider whether you are oversharing. Do you really need to tell everyone where you are and what you are doing at all times? Even the most random bits of information can be used against you. For example, if you are going to share your pet’s name publicly, then you probably shouldn’t also use it as a password on any of your accounts.

Which reminds me: Make sure your passwords are very hard to crack. You shouldn’t use your pet’s name—or your birthday—or “password.”

Remember, this warning isn’t coming from me. It’s coming from cyber experts at the Central Intelligence Agency. They know what they’re talking about. So do yourself a favor and follow their advice.






August 16

To: Agent Catherine Hale

Re: [Redacted X X X X X X X]

Agent Hale—

As you are well aware, all of us here at MI6 value family above all else. For that reason, we have respected your rather long leave of absence to deal with your unusual family issues.

However, we have a problem. More to the point, the world has a problem. And unfortunately, we believe your help is necessary to fix it.

Over the past few days, there has been a suspicious series of [Redacted X X X X X] at [Redacted X X X X X] facilities around the world. It seems they may be the work of [Redacted X X X X X], although we have no proof of this—yet.

I know that you have just taken care of some nasty business in Botswana and are certainly due some time to rest and recuperate, but sadly, evil never sleeps. And at the moment, it appears to be wide awake and itching for trouble.

So I’m afraid that we have no choice but to call you in and reactivate you. If I thought we had any other choice, I wouldn’t be sending this message.

I hope you will fulfill your obligations and return to duty.

We need you.

Sincerely,

[Redacted X X X X X]

P.S. When you get back, the high-tech security system at HQ has a glitch. The retinal scanner has been rejecting everyone from entering the building, so for the time being, we have dismantled it and are just leaving the back door unlocked. Please don’t tell anyone.
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1 EMERGENCY PROCEDURES


Somewhere over the island of Java, Indonesia

August 18

2200 hours

As far as I’m concerned, the most frightening word in the English language is “uh-oh.”

There are thousands of situations in which those two simple syllables can make your blood run cold. You don’t want to hear your doctor say them during surgery. You don’t want to hear a member of your team say them while you’re sneaking through an enemy compound patrolled by homicidal henchmen. You don’t want to hear an explosives expert say them when they’re defusing a bomb.

And you certainly don’t want to hear the pilot of your airplane say them while you’re coming in for a landing.

I had heard Alexander Hale say “uh-oh” hundreds of times. Alexander was an operative for the Central Intelligence Agency, but he wasn’t a very good one. His long and distinguished career had been built on luck, lies, and taking credit for other people’s work. However, he was a talented pilot, which was why he was at the controls of our plane.

Alexander said the word “uh-oh” so often, I had learned to recognize the different variations of it. A somewhat exasperated “uh-oh” indicated that Alexander had done something absent-minded, like forgetting his gun in a taxi, and wasn’t much cause for alarm. A more breathless “uh-oh” signaled that a threat was close by, such as a heavily armed thug or a perturbed grizzly bear, and meant that everyone should go on the alert. The extremely worried “uh-oh” that had just come from the cockpit was the worst by far: It meant that something had gone seriously wrong and that our lives were in grave danger.

“What did you screw up this time?” Cyrus Hale barked from the copilot’s seat. Cyrus was Alexander’s father, and he also worked for the CIA. He was a much better spy but a far less kind person. I could tell from the grogginess in his voice that he had nodded off and just woken up.

“Nothing,” Alexander said defensively, then added, “I think. The airport sort of disappeared.”

I glanced out the window next to my seat. We were supposed to be landing in Yogyakarta, a city on the southern coast of Java, the most populous island in Indonesia. A minute earlier, the ground below us had been ablaze with the lights from millions of homes. Now everything was dark.

“What happened to the city?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Alexander replied meekly. “That disappeared too.”

I turned to face the six other passengers on the plane. Five of them were my age; four, like me, were junior spies-in-training. The sixth passenger was Mary Hale, Alexander’s mother and Cyrus’s wife, who had been a top CIA analyst until her retirement.

Mary looked extremely concerned, as did Mike Brezinski, Zoe Zibbell, and Trixie Hale.

The other two passengers appeared perfectly calm.

That wasn’t a surprise.

Erica Hale and Svetlana Shumovsky had trained to be spies from a very young age. Erica was Alexander’s daughter and Cyrus’s granddaughter and had come from a long line of spies dating all the way back to the American Revolution. Meanwhile, Svetlana came from an equally long line of Russian agents, although she had defected to train with us earlier that summer. Both were far more used to crisis situations than normal people; each would have probably been calm and collected in the midst of a zombie apocalypse.

I had been in a surprising number of crisis situations myself, given that I was only fourteen. Twenty months earlier, Alexander had recruited me to the CIA’s top secret Academy of Espionage. Ideally, the next six years should have been devoted to training and education at spy school, but things hadn’t gone as planned. Due to a series of unusual circumstances, I had already been involved in twelve missions, confronted numerous evil organizations, and nearly been killed 156 times. (Most kids my age kept track of things like how many soccer games they had played or how many books they had read. I had a running tally of my near-death experiences.) Much of that had been extremely frightening—and yet, it had still been far more enjoyable than attending my regular middle school.

Things hadn’t gone that well for the academy, either. A few months before, it had been destroyed by enemy agents. (That was near-death experience #127.) Thankfully, no one had been hurt, but fearful of another attack, the CIA had sent most of the agents-in-training home. Only those of us sitting on that plane had been allowed to continue our education, this time at a remote wilderness facility in Alaska. The program was such a secret that most people at the CIA didn’t even know it existed.

All of us were currently returning to school from our latest mission. Like most of the missions we had been on, this one hadn’t been officially sanctioned by the CIA. Instead, it had begun with me getting double-crossed and kidnapped by an American agent who had hauled me off to the country of Botswana and handed me over to a bad guy named Rufus Shang, who wanted revenge on me because I had previously thwarted the evil plans of his brother. My friends had gone rogue to rescue me, traveling halfway around the world from Alaska to Botswana. By the time they arrived, I had managed to escape Rufus on my own but also deduced that he had an evil scheme in the works. So my team had helped me prevent it, which had been very dangerous and exhausting. (And resulted in near-death experiences #149–156.)

All in all, it was a typical week at spy school.

After our mission, no one felt like making the long slog all the way back to Alaska. Even Cyrus, who could be crustier than a week-old loaf of bread, thought we deserved some rest and relaxation. Luckily, an acquaintance of ours from a previous mission—a staggeringly wealthy young computer hacker named Orion—had a beachfront compound on the eastern coast of Java (as well as an estate in England, a château in France, a penthouse in Manhattan, a mega-mansion in Beverly Hills, a safari lodge in Tanzania, and possibly several other places that he’d forgotten he even owned). We had once saved Orion’s life, so he had given us free rein to stay at his properties whenever we wanted, as long as there was space available—which was usually the case, as many of them had enough bedrooms to house an army platoon. Obviously, the Tanzanian safari lodge was closer to Botswana, but Orion had already lent it out to the United Nations, which was holding an economic summit there, so we opted for Indonesia, which was on the way home. As an added bonus, Orion was currently staying there, learning to surf, and he was excited to host us.

Indonesia isn’t particularly close to Botswana; we still had to fly there. Luckily, Rufus Shang had a private jet that he didn’t need anymore, because he was in jail. Cyrus had commandeered it for us on behalf of the United States government.

Rufus had enjoyed his luxuries. The jet was the most expensive one on the market, and he had spent lavishly on the interior decorations as well. I didn’t know much about private jets, but I would have bet this was the only one on earth with a crystal chandelier over the dining table. In addition, the passenger seats were fully reclining with built-in heating and massage functions, and the gourmet kitchen had one of those machines that made every kind of soda you could imagine (although sadly, the cartridge that provided cherry flavor was tapped out).

Even with all the amenities, it had been a long flight over the Indian Ocean. I was looking forward to being back on solid ground.

Only the solid ground didn’t seem to be there anymore.

Everyone else gathered at the windows, trying to figure out what had happened.

“Maybe Alexander veered out over the ocean by accident?” suggested Zoe. Whip-smart and an excellent fighter, Zoe had been one of the top students in my class at spy school before it had exploded. We had quickly become close friends after my recruitment.

“No,” Erica replied. “We’re still over land. You can see the headlights from all the cars.”

I looked down and realized that Erica was correct, as usual. I could see the occasional glow of headlights moving through the darkness far below. They looked like fireflies on a moonless night.

“The power must have gone out,” I said. I couldn’t think of any other reason the buildings would be dark and not the headlights, which would work as long as the cars had gas or batteries.

“The power for the entire city?” asked Mike Brezinski skeptically. “Usually, blackouts are more localized.” I had known Mike almost my whole life. He had been my best friend before I was recruited to spy school. Despite the academy’s secrecy, Mike had determined that it existed and ended up getting recruited himself. He specialized in coming up with outside-the-box solutions to problems and was an intensely loyal friend.

“Plus, the airport should have backup power in case of emergencies,” added Trixie. “It doesn’t make sense that it would be dark too.” Trixie was Erica’s younger sister, the one member of the Hale family who had not been deemed spy material. Instead, the family had kept their careers a secret from her for years, sending her to normal school while covertly training Erica to be a spy. This had always seemed wrong to me, as Trixie was one of the most intelligent people I had ever met, possessing encyclopedic knowledge about hundreds of subjects. With the proper education, it seemed to me that she would have made a better spy than most of the other students at spy school.

Trixie normally wouldn’t have been on a mission with us. The Hale family liked to keep her a good distance away from us to protect her—and a good distance away from Mike as well, since they had serious crushes on each other. Mary Hale had been tasked with this; she had been homeschooling Trixie on a European tour when I had been kidnapped. Thanks to her analytical skills, Mary had figured out that I was en route to Botswana before I had even known I was en route to Botswana. Being the closest Hale to Africa, she had rushed to help rescue me with Trixie in tow.

Catherine Hale, Erica and Trixie’s mother, had also been with us in Botswana, but she was not on the flight with us. She was British MI6, rather than American CIA, and she had received emergency orders to head to London two days earlier.

“It doesn’t matter why the power is out,” Mary told all of us. “What matters is how we are going to deal with the situation. We’ve been flying for a very long time, so I suspect we are quite low on fuel. Is that correct, Alexander?”

“Yes, Mother,” her son replied from the cockpit. “We’re nearly out. I’m trying to locate the airport as fast as I can.”

“Don’t,” Mary said sternly. “That’s the last place we want to be headed right now.”

“It is?” Mike asked, voicing the very question I had been thinking. “I’m pretty sure that, if you have to land a plane in a hurry, then you should probably find a place that’s designed for landing planes.”

“Normally, yes,” Mary replied. “But right now, we’re not the only plane in a hurry to land.”

I looked back out the window. I had been so focused on the ground, I hadn’t thought to look in the air. Now I saw there were several other planes around us. Many were a lot closer to us than they probably should have been.

“Good gravy!” Cyrus exclaimed, gaping out the cockpit window. “They’re all on a collision course with us!”

“More or less,” Mary agreed solemnly. “They’re all trying to find the airport too. Or they’re circling it, hoping the lights will come back on. Either way, it’s way too crowded up here, and we’re a lot smaller than those jumbo jets. They’ll knock us right out of the sky.”

I focused more closely on the other planes in the area. Mary was right; they were all commercial passenger planes. Next to them, our private jet was like a minnow in a sea full of whales.

“What is the control tower doing about all this?” Svetlana asked, sounding amazingly calm given the circumstances.

“We haven’t heard a peep from them,” Cyrus reported. “The blackout must have taken them out too.”

“So what do we do?” Alexander asked worriedly. “We don’t have enough fuel to head to a different airport—if we could even find one. This blackout seems to have hit all of Java.”

Mary made an extremely quiet gasp of concern. It was so soft as to be almost inaudible. In fact, I didn’t even hear it.

Erica did. Her senses were far more highly tuned than most people’s. “What was that for?” she asked Mary suspiciously.

Mary turned to her, caught by surprise. “What was what for?”

“The gasp you made.”

“I didn’t gasp,” Mary said.

“You did,” said Svetlana, whose senses were equally as accurate as Erica’s. “You sounded very worried about something.”

“Well, of course I’m worried,” Mary insisted. “We’re in quite a pickle here!” Although she sounded convincing, I got the sense that she was lying. Something else was bothering her about our situation, and she was trying to cover it up.

Erica started to say something, but Mary cut her off.

“We need to find somewhere else safe to land,” she said, then headed for the cockpit before Erica could continue her questioning. “Benjamin, come with me.”

“Me?” I asked, surprised.

“Yes. You’re our math prodigy, and we’ll need some fast calculating.”

I quickly tore myself from the window and followed Mary.

I didn’t have nearly as many talents as Erica or Svetlana did—or even Zoe, for that matter. But I did have two big strengths: I was very good at figuring out what our enemies were plotting. And I was naturally gifted at math.

The cockpit of the jet was small, with only enough room for the pilot and copilot. The doorway was narrow, and even though Mary Hale wasn’t that big, she filled the entire space, preventing me from being able to see inside.

“Cyrus, give Benjamin your seat,” Mary ordered.

“What?” Cyrus asked. “He doesn’t know how to land a plane!”

“Neither do you,” Mary reminded him. “You’re only taking up space. Benjamin needs to be here so he can help us through this mess.”

If anyone else had given him the order, Cyrus certainly would have balked, but with Mary, he was as obedient as a show dog. “Of course, dear,” he agreed, then promptly evacuated his seat and slipped past us into the passenger area.

I took his place in the cockpit. From there, the view of the surrounding airspace was far better—and much more worrisome. I could now see there weren’t merely planes to our left and right, but above and below us as well. Normally, planes approaching an airport follow a carefully defined path to avoid collisions, but since no one knew where the airport actually was, all the planes were moving in different directions around us.

I considered the control panel in front of me. There was a state-of-the-art heads-up display with multiple screens. Since the jet had its own power, all the screens were still operational, but there was a bewildering array of information on them.

Luckily, for once, Alexander knew what he was doing. “Use this.” He tapped a screen to bring up a three-dimensional map that showed all the aircraft around us, with data about each one’s velocity, size, direction, and distance from us. It even showed the planes behind us, which turned out to be extremely important at that moment, as a massive passenger jet was descending straight toward us. It looked like a battleship bearing down on a rowboat.

“A jumbo jet’s about to land on top of us!” I yelled.

Alexander started in surprise, then asked, “Which way do I go to avoid it?”

Scanning the three-dimensional display, I quickly calculated the path that would take us away from all of the other planes. “Down that way,” I announced, pointing through the floor of our jet to the right.

“Hold on back there!” Alexander yelled to everyone in the cabin, then took us into a dive.

Our jet dropped so quickly that I would have flown out of my seat if my seat belt hadn’t been buckled. In the cabin, everyone else had prepared for trouble and strapped in as well—except Cyrus, who hadn’t had time. I heard him cry out in surprise, followed by a loud thump as he whacked into the ceiling, followed by a great deal of cursing.

The jumbo jet roared through the air above us, creating a wash of turbulence. We would have been batted around like a leaf if Alexander hadn’t done an incredible job of holding us steady as we plunged. Our plane still trembled mightily, though. The crystal chandelier jangled like the world’s most expensive set of wind chimes.

After a few seconds, we came out of the turbulence, and our plane stopped shaking. We had escaped one threat. But there was now another right in front of us. An exceptionally large one. Planet Earth.

“The ground’s coming up fast,” I warned Alexander.

“Oh. Right,” Alexander remarked, as though our planet’s existence had managed to slip his mind. He yanked back hard on the control stick, leveling the plane out.

There was another thump as Cyrus dropped back from the ceiling to the floor, followed by more cursing.

We were now low enough to be below all the other aircraft, but that indicated yet another problem to me. I managed to locate our altitude on a different screen. “We’re only a thousand feet above the ground,” I informed Alexander.

“Ah,” he said. “Are there many skyscrapers in Yogyakarta?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “But I think there’s mountains.”

Alexander tapped a third screen, which brought up the topography of the area around us. It showed lots of large lumps in the surrounding terrain, including one two miles ahead of us that was etched in bright red, as though to indicate danger. A warning system began to beep urgently.

“Yes, definitely mountains,” I confirmed.

“We should probably avoid those,” Alexander said.

“We should definitely avoid them!” Mike shouted from the back of the plane.

I quickly made some additional calculations. “Veer sixty degrees to the right.”

Alexander complied. The approaching mountain shifted out of our path. The urgent beeping stopped.

And was replaced by a different, more urgent beeping a second later.

I glanced back at our heads-up display and discovered what the new problem was.

“We’re almost out of fuel,” I told Alexander, trying to keep my voice low so that no one in the back of the plane would hear us.

It didn’t work. It is extremely hard to keep anything a secret on a plane full of spies and spies-in-training. All of them were riveted to what was going on in the cockpit, except for Cyrus, who was still cursing.

“We’re out of fuel?” Zoe repeated, horrified.

“Almost out of fuel,” Alexander corrected, trying to be reassuring. “All those emergency maneuvers really burned up a lot of it. But we still have enough to keep flying for a bit longer.”

“How much longer?” Svetlana asked.

Alexander considered the controls. “Two minutes.”

“Two minutes?” Mike exclaimed.

“Assuming we don’t do any more aggressive flying,” Alexander confirmed.

“So we need to land immediately,” Zoe announced. “Does anyone see a safe place to do that? Like a road or a field?”

“No,” Mary responded. “The roads are all full of cars, and in the darkness, I can’t tell the difference between a field and a forest.”

To my dismay, she was right. It was easy to make out the roads; every one of them was filled with cars, even at this late hour. Blackouts tend to create traffic jams; when traffic lights go dark, accidents and chaos ensue. Meanwhile, everything else was just shadow. Our plane had lights, but they were oriented ahead of us, rather than down, making it impossible to tell what was below.

“How much distance does this jet need to land?” I asked Alexander.

“At least a quarter mile,” he replied.

I frowned. “That’s an awfully long stretch of flat land we need to find.”

“That’s why they build runways,” Alexander noted. “Yikes!”

A very large bird had suddenly appeared in the glow of our lights. It was too small to show up on the radar system but large enough to do some serious damage to the plane if we hit it. The bird had an impressive red crest and radiant plumage, and at other times, I might have been struck by how beautiful it was, but at the moment, all I could think about was that at the speed we were traveling, it would come through our windshield like a feathered cannonball.

Alexander veered to the left, tilting the plane wildly. Once again, my seat belt kept me from being tossed about—and once again, there was a thump from the main cabin, followed by lots of cursing.

“For Pete’s sake, Cyrus,” Mary snapped, “will you put your seat belt on?”

“I’m trying to!” Cyrus snapped back. “But our son’s flying like he’s never been in a plane before!”

“I’m doing my best!” Alexander yelled. “This isn’t easy!”

He had avoided the bird, but we were now so low that our left wing grazed the treetops below. He quickly leveled the plane out again.

The emergency alert system shifted from urgent beeping to declaring immediate danger. On the screens, the fuel gauge indicated the tank was empty. After our last evasive maneuver, we were cruising on fumes.

And if that wasn’t bad enough, the topographical mapping system sounded another alert. A new set of mountains popped up on the screen, etched in red. Only, these mountains looked very different from the others I had seen. There were three of them, and they all had very similar shapes. Rather than being thick and wide, they were skinny and narrow, with multiple spiked peaks.

“Prambanan!” Trixie shouted from the back of the plane.

I spun around to face her, worried that she had been thrown about like Cyrus and suffered a bump to the head that made her shout nonsense.

She was buckled into the first seat behind the cockpit, from which she could see the topo screen. She did not seem addled or bewildered. Instead, she was clear-eyed and desperate. “Land the plane!” she shouted. “Land it now!”

I glanced back at the topo map and noticed the distance indications. It turned out, the objects weren’t mountains several miles ahead of us. They were human-made structures—and they were only five hundred yards away.

We didn’t have enough fuel to attempt any more evasive maneuvers.

We were about to crash into them.
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2 ARCHAEOLOGY


Prambanan

Near Yogyakarta, Indonesia

August 18

2215 hours

One of the most important lessons we had learned at spy school was Korman’s Three Rules of Crisis Management:

1) Everyone on your team has specific strengths. Know what they are.

2) In an emergency, there is no time to question this. Trust your team.

3) Just in case rules 1 and 2 don’t work, it’s not a bad idea to wear an adult diaper at all times.

Cosmo Korman was renowned as a great leader of many undercover operations with a very high success rate—as well as a pioneer in the field of absorbent undergarments. His teams had performed so well, it was rumored that the diapers had never been necessary, except for one unfortunate Cold War mission in Yakutsk.

At spy school, we had generally focused on the first two rules. It turned out, Alexander knew them well—which made sense, given that he had spent most of his career relying on other people to get the job done for him.

Once Trixie gave the order to land the plane, he immediately followed through. Even though Trixie was only thirteen, she knew what she was talking about far more often than most adults I had met.

Since there wasn’t much room to land, Alexander quickly deployed the landing gear and cut the engines—although this last part was probably unnecessary because we were out of fuel anyhow. The engines died with a pathetic whine as we swooped downward. We landed hard. The plane jolted violently, flinging us about in our seats.

However, we weren’t done yet. The plane was on the ground, but it was still careening forward.

Its lights illuminated the area in front of us. We were on a flat, grassy lawn that was devoid of any large objects that we could smash into—for the next hundred yards. After that, there were a lot of large objects that we could smash into. The three oddly shaped structures I had seen on the topo map loomed ahead, but even closer there were dozens of huge piles of stones, and before all that was a large hedge.

“Crash positions!” I yelled to everyone in the cabin, then braced for impact myself.

Alexander slammed on the brakes. The air filled with the unsettling screech of metal grinding against metal.

There hadn’t been time for the landing gear to fully deploy. It buckled beneath us, and then the struts holding the front wheels snapped off. The nose of the jet dropped and plowed a deep furrow through the lawn.

Generally, you want the landing gear to stay attached to your airplane, but in this case, the loss was potentially beneficial. Plowing into the lawn slowed our jet much faster than the brakes alone would have, although it also threw us into a skid. The plane slewed to the right so that we were now angled away from the huge piles of stone. Instead, we were heading for a line of large trees that would have been very bad to crash into.

Alexander leapt into action, wrestling with the steering column. The plane swiveled back so that we were heading for the hedge and the piles of stone again. And then the steering column broke loose from the console and came off in Alexander’s hands.

“Uh-oh,” he said. “That’s not good.”

The rest of the landing gear gave out, and the jet belly flopped into the lawn. The left wing tore off. We slid for another fifty feet and plowed through the hedge.

By this time, all the drag on the plane had slowed us greatly. The hedge proved to be the final brake. We came to an abrupt stop, canted slightly to the left, with the cockpit jutting through the ruined bushes. All of us were thrown forward, but our safety belts kept us from flying out of our seats. Even Cyrus had managed to get his on.

The crystal chandelier tore free from the ceiling and smashed onto the dining table, which promptly collapsed.

That was the only casualty, though. The rest of us were all shaken and bruised, but otherwise unharmed.

Ahead of us, the jet’s lights illuminated the piles of stone we had been on a collision course with. I could now see that they weren’t natural. Instead, each stone had been carved. They were massive blocks, all rectangular in shape, mostly with smooth sides.

The piles were regularly spaced, and there were dozens of them arranged in an expansive grid before us. They stretched away in the darkness, so I couldn’t tell how many there were. Each appeared to have once been a building; it looked like an entire ancient city had collapsed.

Beyond the piles, I could make out the structures that I had seen on the topo map. They were ten-story buildings, also made of stone. Each was square at the base but capped with a tiered pyramid covered with ornate stone carvings. They loomed mysteriously in the darkness.

“Where are we?” I asked, stunned by the spectacle.

“I already told you,” Trixie answered from the main cabin. “Prambanan.”

I unclipped my seat belt. I had been thrown against it so many times during our aerial maneuvers that I was sore wherever it had touched my body.

Alexander and I exited the cockpit into the cabin. Everyone else was getting to their feet, rubbing their aching bodies—except Cyrus, who was rubbing his aching head.

“What is Prambanan?” Svetlana asked.

“It’s a ninth-century Hindu temple complex,” Trixie answered, as though this should have been common knowledge. “The largest of its kind in Indonesia—and second largest in the world after Angkor Wat. You haven’t heard of it?”

Svetlana looked at her blankly—as did everyone else in the plane. Even Erica, who often seemed to know just about everything, was at a loss.

Trixie frowned at us all in disappointment. “Next thing I know, you’re all going to tell me you’ve never heard of King Lokapala and the Sanjaya Dynasty!”

This was met with another round of blank stares.

Trixie rolled her eyes. “All of you knew we were coming to Java, and no one researched the top archaeological sites in the area?”

“We’ve had a busy week,” Erica reminded her. “I only had time to focus on the geological, political, and cultural aspects of the region and to learn Indonesian.”

Zoe gaped at her in astonishment. “You learned the entire Indonesian language?”

“Not all of it,” Erica admitted. “I still don’t know how to conjugate verbs in the future perfect tense, but I’m working on it.”

“Well, I’m glad that both of my granddaughters are so industrious,” Mary said, then turned to Trixie. “That’s how you knew there was a flat place to land here?”

“Of course,” Trixie replied. “The lawn was evident in all the satellite photos of the location.”

Mike beamed at her lovingly. “You’re amazing,” he gushed.

Trixie blushed.

Cyrus unlocked the door that led outside and swung it open. Even though it was late in the night, the tropical air was still warm and humid.

Normally, a set of stairs should have automatically extended to the ground, but thanks to the wreck, the plane was already resting on the lawn. In fact, it was partially embedded in the earth.

We fetched our luggage from the storage section in the back of the plane. There wasn’t much. Agents on missions travel light. Each of us only had a small pack with a few spare clothes and grooming supplies. In addition, most of us were wearing utility belts with additional emergency gear, which ranged (depending on who was wearing it) from survival rations to bear repellent to putty explosives. We were all incredibly well equipped to deal with crash-landing a plane in a foreign country. If needed, we were prepared to survive in the wilderness, build bombs, fend off enemy assailants, or even do minor surgery.

Everyone headed for the door of the plane, except for Mike, who paused by the soda machine to fill his insulated beverage bottle.

“You’re getting soda?” Erica asked, not bothering to hide her disdain. As a rule, she staunchly avoided any sort of junk food—although on our previous mission, she had made an exception while on the edge of starvation, consumed a great number of cookies, and ended up with the most intense sugar rush I had ever witnessed. She had found the entire experience unsettling and resolved to only snack on nuts and dried fruit from then on.

“Yes.” Mike poured a blend of vanilla, orange, raspberry, and lime sodas into his bottle and then, to Erica’s disgust, topped it off with a shot of root beer. “It’s refreshing, the sugar gives me an energy boost, and I have no idea what the carbonated beverage situation is in Indonesia. For all I know, this could be my last soda for weeks.”

“That would be a good thing,” Erica told him, leading him off the jet. “That stuff is awful for you.”

“I didn’t see you complaining when you were hopped up on sugar,” Mike reminded her. “As I recall, you said you felt incredible.”

“My mind was addled by the tons of chemicals they put in junk food,” Erica insisted. “I’m never consuming anything like that again. My body is a temple.”

“So is that,” Mike said, pointing to the ruins of Prambanan. “And it’s not looking so good.”

“All that was already broken when we got here,” Alexander said defensively. “I didn’t knock any of it over with the plane.”

“No one’s blaming you, Dad,” Trixie said. “This complex collapsed during an earthquake in the sixteenth century—although most anthropologists believe it had been abandoned for several hundred years before that due to the volcanic eruption of Mount Merapi in 1006.”

“This place has earthquakes and volcanoes?” Mike asked, concerned. “Plus a crummy power grid? And this is where we decided to come on vacation?”

“Indonesia doesn’t have any more natural disasters than the USA,” Trixie chided. “But it does have a fascinating history, gorgeous scenery, delicious food, and amazing wildlife.”

Standing on the lawn outside the plane, I scoped out the area. We weren’t far from civilization. The temple complex was surrounded by a large park, but that in turn appeared to be surrounded by the city. I could see the headlights of cars packed bumper-to-bumper in traffic jams on the nearby roads and could hear the blaring of horns and the babble of angry voices.

I figured that, on most nights, the city would have been blazing with light, just like cities anywhere else. Now, save for the headlights, the moonless night was pitch black. Above us, the Milky Way was visible as a bright slash across the sky.

There were still a good number of planes in the distance, circling the area where the airport was. I wondered how long it might be before there was a collision.

Our crash landing had left a great trench through the lawn behind our plane. The wing that had come off lay crumpled on the grass, and there was a trail of other lost parts as well. It surprised me that none of the locals had come running in response to the plane wreck, which I figured meant they all had plenty of other problems to deal with at the moment.

The adults were checking their cell phones. CIA agents were generally dissuaded from carrying standard phones, as they could easily be tracked. The adults had specially issued phones that prevented this, but as spies-in-training, we didn’t qualify for those. (This was partly because our training program was so secret that most of the CIA didn’t know it existed, but in addition, phones weren’t particularly useful at our training facility, which was so remote that we didn’t have reception.)

“No service,” Cyrus grumbled. “The whole network must be down, along with the power grid.”

“That is not a surprise,” Svetlana observed. “The network runs on electrical power.”

I glanced at Mary. Once again, she looked extremely concerned, as though something else was going on beyond a mere blackout. And once again, she quickly masked it.

But she didn’t do it quickly enough. I wasn’t the only one who had noticed.

“What’s bothering you, Grandma?” Trixie asked.

“Besides the massive blackout?” Mary asked. “Well, we’re still quite far from Orion’s compound, our plane is gutted, we have no other form of transportation, and even if we did, the roads are jammed. We’re all in quite a predicament here.”

“Don’t dodge the question,” Trixie said.

“I’m not doing any such thing,” Mary replied.

Trixie leveled her with a hard stare. “You always tell me not to lie. And yet, that’s exactly what you’re doing right now. It’s obvious that you’re worried about something. I think the team deserves to know what that is.”

Everyone else turned to face Mary as well. If they hadn’t been aware that she was hiding something before, they certainly were now.

Mary wavered under our collective gaze. “I didn’t want to upset all of you,” she said meekly.

“We just survived a plane crash,” Zoe reminded her. “I think we can handle a bit of information.”

Cyrus took Mary’s hand and looked her in the eye. “If you know something important, there’s no point in keeping it to yourself.”

Mary nodded, then took a moment to gather herself. “I don’t think this is a normal blackout,” she said. “It’s something much, much worse.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A Birthday Cake,” Mary said.
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