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April 15

To: [Redacted X X X X X]

Federal Witness Protection Program Liaison

Central Intelligence Agency Headquarters

[Redacted X X X X X X X X X X X X]

Langley, Virginia

From: [Redacted X X X X X X]

CIA Agent Emeritus

Re: Federal Protection for [Redacted X X X X X X X]

As you are aware, while our junior operative [Redacted X X X X X X X X] was recently in Europe on Operation [Redacted X X X X X X X X], it became evident that the identity of his family was known to [Redacted]. Both parents’ lives were threatened and used as leverage, jeopardizing the entire operation. If not for the actions of fellow junior agents [Redacted X X X X X X X X] and [Redacted X X X X X X X X], Western civilization as we know it might have been destroyed.

While the CIA believes that [Redacted] has been thwarted once and for all, that has not been confirmed. Furthermore, [Redacted] had moles throughout the Agency (for which reason it was necessary to conduct [Redacted X X X X X X X X] as a rogue operation in the first place) and thus, it is possible that sensitive information about the family of [Redacted X X X X X X X X] could have been leaked to other nefarious organizations.

Therefore, it seems prudent to provide for the safety of [Redacted X X X X X X X X]’s family. I authorize your office to begin domestic reassignment procedures IMMEDIATELY. If action is not taken, [Redacted X X X X X X X X] could end up in very dire circumstances. Or dead. I already have intel that another evil organization may be ramping up their operations, now that [Redacted] is no longer around.

Sincerely,

Agent [Redacted X X X X X X X X]

P.S. The last time the Federal Witness Protection Program came to the CIA, one of them used my parking spot without permission. Please let them know that this is not acceptable, and if it happens again, I will blow up their car.





[image: Image]


1 DECLASSIFICATION


CIA headquarters

Langley, Virginia

April 16

1000 hours

“I’m afraid we have lied to you,” said Alexander Hale. “A lot.”

My parents regarded him with surprise for what might have been the twentieth time that morning. They had already been surprised when Alexander and I had arrived at their house as they were leaving for work; they had been even more surprised to learn that their bosses had already given them the day off so that we could have an emergency meeting; and they had been extremely surprised when Alexander had driven us to CIA headquarters and been allowed through the imposing gates with nothing more than a grin and a cursory examination of his ID. Their eyes had been wide and their jaws agape almost nonstop.

“What exactly have you lied to us about?” my mother asked.

“Er… Just about everything,” Alexander replied.

The four of us were sitting in a conference room on the top floor of the main building at headquarters. For security reasons, there were no windows, and the door had a coded keypad entry lock. There were no pictures on the walls, and every piece of furniture was a bland beige-like color. It was the most nondescript room ever built.

The building we were in didn’t even have a name. Everyone simply called it “the main building.” It sat in the center of the CIA campus, a sprawling tract of land in suburban Virginia, about thirty minutes from Washington, DC. There were a few smaller buildings arrayed around the main building, and all of that was ringed by acres of woods.

A box of doughnuts sat in the middle of the conference table: an assortment of glazed, chocolate, coconut, jelly, and ones with pink icing and sprinkles. My parents had each taken a doughnut but barely touched it. I had eaten two already; they were fantastic.

My parents were still dressed for their day jobs; Dad had his butcher’s clothes on for work at the grocery store, while Mom was dressed for a day of accounting. I was in my usual school uniform, shorts and a polo shirt. Meanwhile, Alexander wore a custom-made three-piece suit and shoes so polished they were almost blinding.

I said, “Remember, back in February, when I got that medal for saving the president’s life?”

“How could we ever forget?” Dad asked. “That was one of the proudest days of our lives.”

“Well, the day I saved the president, I wasn’t at the White House to hang out with his son,” I said. “I was there on a mission.”

“A mission?” Dad repeated, confused. “What do you mean?”

“Perhaps we should start at the beginning,” Alexander suggested. “As I’m sure you recall, around fifteen months ago, I came to your home and told you that Benjamin here had received an all-expenses-paid scholarship to St. Smithen’s Science Academy for Boys and Girls.”

“That wasn’t true?” asked my mother.

“Not a single word,” Alexander admitted. “In fact, there is no St. Smithen’s Science Academy for Boys and Girls. And I am not a professor of astrophysics there. Instead, I am a spy for the Central Intelligence Agency—and Benjamin was recruited to our top secret Academy of Espionage, where he has been training to be a field agent.”

My parents’ eyes grew even wider. Their jaws dropped even farther. Finally, my father managed to formulate a response, although he was so stunned, it took him a while to get each word out. “That… is… amazing.”

My mother turned to him. “You think it’s amazing that this man lied to us and that our son has been training to be a spy?”

“Yes!” Dad exclaimed. “In fact, it might be the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard!” He turned to me, beaming. “We thought you were just going to some boring science school! But you’re training to be a spy! My son, a spy!”

Alexander heaved a sigh of relief, pleased that things were going well with at least one of my parents.

On the other hand, Mom wasn’t as easy a sell. She fixed Alexander with a stern look and said, “Benjamin is only thirteen! What gives you the authority to recruit him without our permission?”

“The government of the United States of America,” Alexander replied. “Mrs. Ripley, I understand your concerns about this. But there is simply no way that we could have asked for your consent. The whole point of being a secret agent is that it’s… well, a secret. No one at the Agency can tell their family what they do.”

“Even you?” Dad asked.

“I’m sort of a special case,” Alexander said. “My father is an agent. And so was his father. And his and his and his and so on, going all the way back to Nathan Hale.”

“That’s incredible,” Dad said. “So it’s like your family business?”

“Yes. My daughter is also training to be a spy—along with young Benjamin here. And my ex-wife is a spy as well, but being British, she works for MI6. Although, to be honest, Catherine even kept that a secret from me. I only found out the truth a few weeks ago.”

“Wow,” Dad said. “She sounds a lot more interesting than my wife.” The moment the words were out of his mouth, he realized they had been a mistake, and he turned to Mom apologetically. “Which isn’t to say that you aren’t interesting, darling…”

“You should probably just stop talking,” Mom told him. Then she shifted her attention to Alexander. “So what changed?”

Alexander looked at her blankly. “Excuse me?”

“For the past fifteen months you’ve been keeping all this a secret. And now it’s not secret anymore. What changed? Does it have something to do with the events at the White House?”

“In part,” Alexander said. “You see, Benjamin’s experience at the academy hasn’t exactly been… traditional. Normally, our students study and train at the school for seven years before moving on to work at the CIA. But Benjamin has already been activated for several missions.”

“Several missions?” Dad swiveled toward me in his chair, glowing with excitement. “You’ve done more than just save the president? What else? Have you faced any bad guys?”

“A few,” I admitted.

“A few?!” Alexander crowed. “Mr. and Mrs. Ripley, your son is being humble. He has faced a great number of miscreants. In fact, he recently helped defeat SPYDER, the most nefarious organization of evildoers on earth!”

“Wow!” Dad exclaimed again. He was grinning from ear to ear.

Meanwhile, my mother wasn’t happy to hear this at all. She glared bullets across the table at Alexander. “You let my son confront the evilest organization on earth before he even finished his training?”

Alexander shrank under her gaze. “It wasn’t like this was standard CIA policy,” he explained. “Benjamin kind of got roped up in all this by accident.”

I winced, knowing this was only going to make things worse. Alexander wasn’t a very good spy, and he was prone to making mistakes. But he looked like a good spy, and since he had been the one who had recruited me in the first place, the CIA had felt it made sense for him to deliver the bad news to my parents. Plus, no one else at the Agency wanted to do it.

Ordinarily, my mother wasn’t so prone to anger. She was merely being protective, like a mother bear who had just learned that her cub had been recruited by a shadowy organization and sent out on covert missions against hunters. She was gripping the arms of her swivel chair so tightly that her knuckles were white. “Are you telling me that this agency is so incompetent that you accidentally allowed my son to confront evil enemy operatives?”

“Yes and no.” Alexander took out a silk handkerchief and mopped his brow with it. “It’s complicated. But I assure you, Mrs. Ripley, that young Benjamin here was rarely without adult supervision in the field…”

“Rarely?” Mom echoed crossly.

“… and he has proven to be an extremely adept young agent!” Alexander said quickly. “In fact, if not for his keen intellect and quick thinking, we wouldn’t have thwarted SPYDER’s evil plans on multiple occasions.”

Dad riveted his gaze on me. “Like what? Let’s have some details!”

“Well,” I said, “remember how, a few weeks ago, you thought I stayed at school over spring break to work on a science project? I was actually in Mexico, preventing SPYDER from melting Antarctica and flooding the earth. And then I went to England and France to help defeat SPYDER once and for all.”

After all that, my friends and I had been forced to lie low in France for a while until the CIA said it was safe to come home. We had only returned to Washington a few days before. I had thought my life was going to return to normal—or at least, as normal as spy school got—until I had received a coded message from Alexander the previous afternoon, detailing how the time had come to reveal the truth to my parents.

“Benjamin also saved Camp David from being blown up in a missile attack,” Alexander added proudly. “And prevented the nuclear annihilation of Colorado.”

“Oh right,” I said. “I forgot about that.”

“You forgot about preventing Colorado from being nuked?” Dad asked, stunned.

“It’s been a busy year,” I said.

Finally being able to tell my parents the truth was a massive relief. Lying to them had been one of the worst things about being a spy. (It wasn’t as bad as having people try to kill me on a regular basis, but still, I didn’t enjoy it.) However, it was also gratifying to let them know about everything I had accomplished, and the pride in my father’s eyes made me feel wonderful.

Conversely, my mother was giving me the same skeptical look she’d given me when I was six and had claimed burglars had broken into the house and eaten all the chocolate cookies. She was obviously having a hard time believing the stories Alexander and I were telling. “You did all that?” she asked doubtfully. “No offense, Benjamin, but you’re not the most coordinated person in the world. When you played Little League, you had a negative batting average.”

“I wasn’t the one who handled the physical stuff,” I explained. “Alexander’s daughter, Erica, did most of that. She’s really good at beating people up and defusing bombs and that sort of thing. I do more of the figuring out what the bad guys are up to.”

“He’s extremely good at it,” Alexander said. “Which is why the bad guys want all of you dead.”

The suspicion instantly vanished from Mom’s face and was replaced by fear. “What?!”

Alexander paled as he realized he had made yet another mistake. “Er… You asked what had forced us to admit the truth about Benjamin being a spy-in-training. Well, this is it. Regrettably, Benjamin’s identity has been compromised. Which means that your identities have been compromised as well. And thus, any of Ben’s enemies can potentially get to you.”

To my relief, Alexander did not tell my parents that this had already happened. When I was in France, SPYDER had posted operatives outside our house, threatening to harm them unless we aborted the mission. Thankfully, my friends from spy school had captured the killers without my parents ever knowing they had been in danger.

However, my parents were still very shaken by the idea that this could happen.

“So… ,” Dad said, getting his head around the idea. “We’re potential targets for assassination?”

“Yes,” Alexander replied.

“Can we tell our friends?” Dad asked.

“No!” Alexander exclaimed. “This is highly classified.”

“I wouldn’t tell everyone,” Dad said. “Only a few people. Like the Petersons.”

Mom looked at him, confused. “The Petersons? Why would you tell them?”

“They think they’re so much better than us,” Dad said. “Bob’s always going on about his fancy golf club and how they went to Hawaii for vacation. I bet no one’s ever targeted him for assassination.”

“You can’t tell anyone, Dad,” I said.

“All right,” Dad agreed, though he sounded almost as upset about this as he had about finding out his life was in danger.

“The bigger issue here is your safety,” Alexander said. “I’m afraid the only way to protect you is to place you both in the Federal Witness Protection Program.”

Mom, who had finally taken a bite of a doughnut, spit it right back out again in shock. “You mean, we would have to give up our lives here, move to a different place, and pretend to be entirely different people?”

“Yes,” Alexander said gravely.

Mom considered that a moment, then shrugged and said, “I’m cool with that.”

The fact that my parents would have to go into the Witness Protection Program had not been news to me. I had suggested it myself, after their lives had been threatened. But my mother’s reaction threw me—and Dad, too.

“You are?” Dad asked her.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Mom told him, “but our lives could use a little shaking up.” She turned to Alexander. “Is there any chance we could be relocated to Florida?”

“That’s definitely a possibility,” Alexander replied. “From what I understand, there are entire communities down there that are nothing but relocated federal witnesses.”

“I’ve always wanted to live in Florida,” Mom said dreamily.

Dad looked at her curiously. “You do realize that we’d have to give up our jobs?”

“We don’t like our jobs,” Mom told him.

“And you would never speak to your family again?”

“That just might be the best part of all this,” Mom said.

I had always known that my mother didn’t get along with her parents or like her job, but even so, her response to all this surprised me. Just as my father’s response to learning that I was a spy-in-training had surprised me. I wondered if my parents were thinking clearly. It was possible they were in shock. I tried to imagine how I would have reacted if I had suddenly discovered that they were covert operatives; I probably would have been dumbfounded.

Two CIA agents suddenly entered the room. They were women I had never met before. Both wore suits and clutched coffee cups from the CIA Starbucks. One was stick-thin with severe features, while the other was heavyset and round. Next to each other, they sort of looked like the human version of the number 10.

“Good morning!” the rounder one said cheerfully. “I’m Heather Durkee, the CIA liaison to the Witness Protection Program.”

“We were just discussing that,” Alexander said. “Mrs. Ripley here is very open to relocating to Florida.”

“Also,” Mom said, “I’d like to work with animals, if possible. Maybe at a veterinarian’s office?”

“Ooh!” Agent Durkee exclaimed. “That sounds fun!” She turned to my father. “And what would you like to do?”

“I still can’t believe we have to move,” Dad said. “Is it really necessary?”

“I’m afraid so,” said the extremely thin woman. She spoke in a tone as sharp as her features, like she was perpetually annoyed. “My name is Agent Nora Taco. I’m in charge of—”

“Did you say ‘Nora Taco’?” Dad interrupted.

Agent Taco gave him a severe look. “Yes.”

“That’s a pretty unusual name,” Dad observed.

“So I’ve been told.” Agent Taco spoke as though she had gone through this every day of her life and was sick of it.

My father didn’t pick up on this. “Is it weird, being named after a food?”

“My family is not named after a food,” Agent Taco said curtly. “The food is named after my family. My ancestors invented it.”

“Your family invented the taco?” Mom asked, astonished. “I had always thought…”

“Tacos always existed?” Agent Taco said. “They didn’t. The same way that sandwiches didn’t exist until the Earl of Sandwich invented them. There were no tacos until Don Diego Taco came along.”

“Wow,” Dad said, impressed. “You learn something new every day.”

“As I was trying to say,” Agent Taco went on, “I’m in charge of internal investigations concerning double agents here.” She grabbed one of the neon pink doughnuts with sprinkles and then shoved the box toward Agent Durkee.

“None for me, thanks,” Agent Durkee said. “I don’t eat gluten. Or refined sugars. Or anything that’s a color that doesn’t exist in nature.”

“More for me, then,” Agent Taco said, grabbing a second pink doughnut.

“Unfortunately, we’ve had a bit of a mole problem here at the CIA,” Alexander explained to my parents. “SPYDER, the evil organization that Benjamin was instrumental in bringing down, had corrupted a great number of our agents. That’s how Benjamin’s identity—and yours—were leaked. Thankfully, Benjamin managed to not only thwart SPYDER but also recover a list of the moles…”

“Which I’m currently using to root out corruption throughout the Agency,” Agent Taco concluded. There was now a tiny fringe of frosting on her upper lip that made it look like she had a thin pink mustache.

“How could the CIA have let so many agents get corrupted?” Mom asked accusingly.

“Obviously, mistakes were made,” said Agent Taco, then added, “By other people. Not me. That’s why I have been tasked with cleaning up this mess. And, to ensure that nothing like this ever happens again, I am creating a new division at the CIA with the sole purpose of policing the Agency. I’m calling it the Double Agent Detection Division.”

“DADD?” I said.

“Yes?” my father asked.

“Sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t talking to you. I was referring to the acronym of the division: DADD.”

“Yes?” my father asked again.

Agent Taco sighed. “I might have to rethink the division name.”

“Ooh!” Agent Durkee said excitedly. “You could call it the Mole Patrol!”

“I will do no such thing,” Agent Taco said flatly. “Anyhow, I’m assembling an elite team to track down and neutralize any agents who have been corrupted.”

“But the damage has already been done where you’re concerned,” Agent Durkee told my parents. “The best we can do now is to relocate you. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

“Inconvenience?” Dad echoed. “It’s a bit more than that. You’re asking us to give up everything!”

“I know,” Agent Durkee said. “But I promise we are going to do everything possible to protect you from now on. That’s why we decided to have this meeting here, at CIA headquarters, rather than at your home. This building is the most secure facility in America. You’re as safe as—”

The air was suddenly split by the scream of something moving very fast, after which came the sound of an explosion extremely close by. The entire room shook. A lighting fixture fell out of the ceiling and landed on the doughnuts with such force that all the jelly-filled ones exploded.

“Take cover!” Alexander Hale shouted. “We’re under attack!”

Apparently, we weren’t nearly as safe as the CIA had hoped.
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2 EVACUATION


CIA headquarters

April 16

1030 hours

“We need to clear this room and get to safety!” Agent Durkee announced. Even though it was an order given in the face of danger, her naturally cheerful voice still made it sound like she was suggesting we all go do something fun, like getting ice cream or going roller skating.

My parents were petrified, literally so frightened that they weren’t moving. I had to remind myself that they had never experienced a direct threat to their lives before. “Come on!” I told them, grabbing their arms and tugging them toward the door.

Alexander came to my aid, guiding my mother while I took care of my father. My parents snapped out of their dazes and allowed themselves to be led from the office.

Agent Taco grabbed the last of the pink-frosted doughnuts and followed us.

We stepped into a hallway full of chaos.

In part, this was because the CIA was designed to be confusing on purpose. While hallways in normal buildings went in nice, straight lines, the CIA’s zigged and zagged to discombobulate any bad guys who might have happened to infiltrate the building. Unfortunately, they also were discombobulating to any good people who happened to be there as well. And having a full-on crisis didn’t help things. Directly next to where we had been meeting, the door had been blown off another conference room and thick smoke was pouring out, creeping along the ceiling like an incoming tide. Through the charred doorway, I caught a glimpse of flames and a gaping hole in the outer wall, revealing blue sky and green trees.

Agency employees were running every which way. There were agents and analysts and support staff and cleaning crews. Some were fleeing from the site of the explosion, seeking safety, while others were running toward it, intending to fight the flames or rescue people or do something equally heroic.

Luckily, it appeared no one had been hurt. The conference room where the explosion had occurred had been empty.

However, Agent Durkee still went pale at the sight of it, as though something was seriously wrong. She quickly led us away from the disaster, joining the flow of people heading for safety. We were all moving toward a stairwell; the elevators had shut down due to the emergency.

The sprinkler system came on, jetting water from the ceiling and dousing us all.

“Does this sort of thing happen often in this business?” Dad asked me.

“Not really,” I assured him, even though I had experienced plenty of danger. To my surprise, I wasn’t shaken at all by the current crisis. Once you’ve dangled from a helicopter over a chasm to defuse a nuclear bomb, a midsize explosion in an office building isn’t really that big a deal. I was far more concerned for my parents than for my own safety.

“To be honest,” Alexander added, “I don’t think we’ve ever had an attack on this building in the history of the Agency.”

“There’s a good chance it wasn’t an attack at all,” Agent Taco said, obviously displeased that Alexander had told my parents the truth. “It might have been a gas line rupture.”

“Right,” Alexander said, doing his best to sell this. “A gas line rupture. That’s probably what it was.”

We funneled into the stairwell. Hundreds of people were heading down while a few emergency responders were trying to come up, so we couldn’t descend very fast.

In the crush of people, Alexander and I let go of my parents, allowing them to file down ahead of us. Now that they were no longer close enough to hear her, Agent Durkee whispered to Alexander and me, “The room where the explosion occurred… That was supposed to be our conference room.”

Now I felt frightened. I stumbled slightly on the stairs. “What do you mean?”

“I had originally booked that room for our debriefing this morning,” Agent Durkee explained. “But I changed it half an hour ahead of time. I found out that the room had been used for a retirement party yesterday, and apparently it got a bit crazy. There was quite a mess left behind. So I moved our meeting to the other room instead.”

“But the bomber didn’t get the message,” Alexander concluded. “And so they attacked the wrong room in their attempt to kill us.”

“Not us,” Agent Durkee corrected, then looked to me. “You. And maybe your parents, too.”

This news rattled me even more. My legs got wobbly as I descended the stairs. “How many other people knew where we were supposed to be having that meeting?”

“None,” Agent Durkee said. “The location was classified.”

“Apparently, it wasn’t classified enough,” Alexander mused. “Someone obviously found out about it.”

“Could it have been SPYDER?” I asked.

“We defeated SPYDER,” Alexander reminded me.

“There could still be some double agents who weren’t on the list we recovered,” I suggested. “And they might want revenge.”

“Or it could be an entirely new evil organization that wants to get rid of you,” Agent Taco suggested ominously.

I considered that as I continued down the crowded staircase. The possibility of another evil organization had been raised before. In fact, it was rumored that one might have covertly helped us undermine SPYDER to get them out of the way. But I had considered those ideas to be slightly paranoid until now.

My stomach began to tie itself in knots. After defeating SPYDER, I had really been hoping to not have any attempts on my life for… well, the rest of my life. Which I had additionally hoped would be quite long. And now I had barely returned to spy school before someone was trying to kill me again. At CIA headquarters, no less. If they could target me at an extremely secure location like that, where would I be safe?

We reached the ground floor. All the other CIA employees were leaving the stairwell, most likely headed for the closest exit from the building. My parents started to follow them, but Agent Taco held them back.

“Not that way,” she said. “This way.” She continued down the stairwell, heading into the basement levels of the building.

The rest of us followed her, although not without concern. “But everyone else is leaving the building,” Mom protested. “Shouldn’t we be doing that?”

“Just because everyone else is doing something, that doesn’t make it the smart thing to do,” Agent Taco said bluntly.

“I agree with that in theory,” Mom said, sounding slightly offended. “But in this case, the building we’re in happens to be on fire. Not to mention under attack by bad guys…”

“It might have just been a gas line rupture… ,” Agent Durkee suggested.

“Oh please,” Mom said. “We’re not morons. We can handle the truth.”

“We’ll be safe down here,” Agent Taco said. “The lower levels of this building have been built to withstand a nuclear attack.”

“That’s good,” Dad said, then thought to ask, “Um… There’s no chance of a nuclear attack, is there?”

“Probably not.” Agent Taco led us through a door at the lowest level of the stairwell, two floors below ground level. She needed a keycard to pass through it, and there was a sign on the door that said AUTHORIZED CIA PERSONNEL ONLY. VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED.

We found ourselves in another maze of twisting hallways, although this one appeared to be empty except for us. Every door had a coded keypad entry, but no signage or even office numbers. There was no way to tell what any of them led to.

And yet, Agent Taco seemed to know exactly where she was going. She led us through the maze without pausing for even a second to figure out where we were. “Benjamin, might I have a word?” she asked.

“Sure.” I hurried to catch up with her as we zigzagged through the halls.

Agent Taco said, “I didn’t get the chance to mention it before we were interrupted, but I’m looking for a junior member for DADD. Would you be interested?”

“Me?” I asked, surprised.

“You have proven yourself quite adept at uncovering double agents so far. You found one within only a few weeks of starting at the academy, and we wouldn’t have the list of SPYDER operatives if it wasn’t for you, either. In fact, it might be safe to say that you have uncovered more moles than most people who specialize in it.”

I should have been flattered by Agent Taco’s words, but they were delivered in the flat tone of someone who was bored to death. “So… I’d be working with you here?”

“Part-time. You would remain a student, as there is still plenty for you to learn. For example, I understand that you’re at the bottom of your class in advanced weaponry.”

“Yes.”

“In fact, your instructor reports that you’re so bad, ‘bottom of the class’ doesn’t do it justice. They really need to come up with a new term to describe just how bad you are. Like ‘basement of the class.’ Or ‘sub-basement.’ ”

“I’m more of an idea person.”

“Anyhow, this would be a very good opportunity for a young agent-in-training. You’d start immediately, helping me and my team track down moles at the Agency, and then after graduation, you’d have a plum job waiting for you.”

“Ooh,” said Agent Durkee, who’d overheard all this. “That’s a nice offer, Ben. The Mole Patrol is going to be a very high-profile division.”

“It is not called the Mole Patrol,” Agent Taco said through gritted teeth. “It’s called DADD!”

“Yes?” my father asked.

Agent Taco rolled her eyes, then looked to me. “So? Are you interested?”

“Can I have some time to think about it?” I asked, trying to be diplomatic. I was flattered by the offer, but I didn’t like the idea of committing to a specific division of the CIA when I was only in my second year of school. Especially one that solely policed the CIA itself. Obviously, uncovering double agents was important, but I feared it might lack excitement. While my previous missions had been terrifying at times, they had ultimately been quite thrilling. Saving the world was a rush; I wasn’t ready to give it up. Plus, I was pretty sure no one in law enforcement ever liked the people assigned to investigate them. At least, that was always the case in the movies.

Agent Taco didn’t seem pleased with my answer. “I can give you some time, but not much. Staffing this division is a high priority.” She arrived at a door that looked exactly like every other door we had passed and entered a code on the keypad. The door clicked open. Agent Taco led us through it.

We found ourselves in a security-monitoring station. Dozens of agents were at work before a bank of monitors that displayed video feeds from cameras around the CIA campus. Spy school had a similar station, but this one was far more up-to-date and much better staffed.

An agent stationed by the door went on the alert as we entered, her hand dropping to the weapon holstered on her belt.

“At ease,” Agent Taco said. “They’re with me. We’ve just come from the site of the explosion. Any intel on that yet?”

The agent overseeing the operation was an older man with a graying mustache. He gave my family a wary glance, then said, “We believe it might have been a gas leak…”

“Oh, don’t start this again,” Mom said.

“There’s no need for a cover-up here,” Agent Taco said. “We need the facts.”

The agent with the mustache considered us carefully, but then told the truth. “The explosion appears to have been caused by a short-range rocket-propelled grenade launcher.”

“Short-range?” Agent Durkee echoed. “Meaning someone fired it from within this property?”

“Yes,” Agent Mustache said. He pointed to a monitor that displayed security footage of the attack.

The footage showed the RPG being fired from a clump of trees not far from the headquarters building. There was a puff of smoke as it launched, and then there was a stream of fire and exhaust, followed by it striking the building. It was chilling to think that, had the shot been only a few feet to the right, it would have struck the conference room where my parents and I had just been.

“However,” Agent Mustache went on, “we may have a lead. The attacker was recorded by one of our cameras. The image is blurry, but we’re enhancing it.”

He pointed to another monitor, where an agent was examining a portion of the footage from before the blast. She had zoomed in on a shadowy blob back in the trees. The magnification had pixelated the image, but the computer was working hard to refine it. Before our eyes, the blob started to look more human.

“I assume a manhunt is underway?” Alexander asked Agent Mustache.

“Every available agent is sweeping the property from here to the Potomac,” Mustache reported. “Although as far as I know, they haven’t found anything yet.”

My parents were watching everything, rapt with attention. Until that morning, their lives had been normal. The most exciting thing that had happened to them in the past few years was when our neighbor, Mrs. Fielding, had lost control of her car while swerving to avoid a squirrel and ended up parked in the middle of our begonias. Now, within the space of an hour, they had learned that I was actually a spy-in-training, been told their lives were in enough danger that they had to join the Federal Witness Protection Program, experienced an actual enemy attack, and become privy to a high-tech digital identification session.

“This is fantastic,” Dad gasped. “I’ll bet Bob Peterson’s never seen anything like this.”

“Most people haven’t seen anything like this,” Mom corrected, just as amazed.

Dad noticed me watching them and asked, “Is it fun, training to be a spy?”

I had never thought about that before. At times, spying had been terrifying, tense, exhausting, unnerving, and exhilarating, but fun? I considered that a moment, then answered, “I’ve made some really good friends doing it. So that’s been fun.”

“Good,” Dad said. “That’s important.” He turned to Agent Durkee and said, “When we go to Florida, I think I’d like to have an ice cream shop. Is that possible?”

Agent Durkee seemed slightly puzzled, as though no one in the history of the Federal Witness Protection Program had ever requested this before. “Maybe.”

“I think that’d be nice,” said my father. “People are always happy when they’re getting ice cream.”

“Oh dear,” Alexander Hale said suddenly. The color had drained from his face.

He was staring at the monitor with the image of our attacker. The resolution was getting better and better as the computers enhanced it. Even as I watched, the features grew clearer, so I could make out the attacker’s face.

I immediately understood why Alexander was so upset.

The attacker who had launched the grenade at us was his daughter. And my friend.

Erica Hale.
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3 DISAGREEMENT


Armistead Dormitory

The Academy of Espionage

Washington, DC

April 16

1400 hours

“I can’t believe your girlfriend tried to kill you,” Chip Schacter said. “That sucks.”

“First of all,” I told him, “Erica isn’t my girlfriend…”

This provoked a variety of responses around my dorm room, where my closest friends were gathered with me. We were supposed to be in class, but I had called an emergency meeting. I knew I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on my Introduction to Deception and Subterfuge lecture after that morning’s events, and my friends had readily agreed to skip their classes as well. (Often, our classes were far less exciting than they sounded, and some, like Self-Preservation 102, could be quite painful.)

My room was small, barely able to hold all five of us. By the time I had arrived back at school, my friends had already learned about Erica attacking the CIA, even though the information was classified. It was impossible to keep secrets at spy school—and a juicy bit of gossip like this had spread like wildfire.

My relationship with Erica was extremely complicated. So complicated, I wasn’t even sure where things stood. I’d had a crush on Erica from the moment I met her, when she had tackled me during a fake enemy attack designed to test my combat skills upon my arrival at spy school. At the time, Erica had seemed way out of my league, being somewhat older and far more talented at spying than me—or anyone else at school. (Her grandfather, Cyrus Hale, had been training her in spycraft since she was old enough to walk.) However, fate had put us together on several missions, during which I had occasionally risen to the challenge and proved my worth to her. In a few rare instances, Erica had dropped her guard around me. She had even kissed me once, in the few seconds before we thought we were going to be annihilated by a nuclear weapon in Colorado—although she had later claimed that she was trying to calm me down and then threatened to kill me if I ever told anyone what had happened. (I presumed she was joking, but wasn’t 100 percent sure.) Later, while under the influence of truth serum, Erica had told me that she thought having a relationship in the spy business was a liability and discouraged me from pining away for her. So I had turned my attention elsewhere—notably, toward my friend Zoe Zibbell, a fellow spy-in-training, who I had discovered had a crush on me. But even though I liked Zoe, I was still carrying a torch for Erica. Zoe knew this and had told me she wasn’t going to wait much longer for me to sort things out.

It wasn’t exactly your standard middle school romance.

To complicate matters further, Erica wasn’t around to explain herself. She had vanished after her attack. The CIA had swept its own property to no avail, finding no sign of her save for the used grenade launcher, which had been wiped clean of fingerprints. Erica had not returned to campus, although that was understandable; the perimeter was surrounded by CIA agents who had orders to arrest her on sight.

As it happened, Zoe was one of the friends gathered in my room. She wasn’t pleased that Chip had referred to Erica as my girlfriend, though she tried to hide it, because the last thing she wanted to do was let Chip think she was jealous.

Chip smirked at her reaction; half the reason he had called Erica my girlfriend was certainly to get under Zoe’s skin. Chip enjoyed causing trouble, with friends almost as much as enemies. He wasn’t the smartest student at spy school by a long shot, but he was one of the toughest, and the spy business always needed thugs who didn’t question orders. It was good to have him on my side. He was one of the people who had saved my parents’ lives when SPYDER had threatened them…

… along with Jawa O’Shea, who was also there with us. If it hadn’t been for Erica Hale, Jawa would have been the star student at spy school; he was smart, athletic, clever, and capable. Jawa and Chip were unlikely friends, but they made a good team. Jawa seemed to find Chip’s needling of Zoe and me funny as well.

The fifth person in the room was Mike Brezinski, who was the most recent recruit to spy school. Mike had been my best friend while we were growing up. About a year after I had left to start my top secret spy training, Mike had figured out what was going on, after which the Agency had no choice but to recruit him as well. Mike was an outside-the-box thinker who everyone found charming—especially girls. Most recently, he had been dating the president’s daughter (although she was upset at him for ditching their spring break plans to go on an unauthorized covert mission and now wasn’t returning his calls). Mike was also the most loyal friend anyone could ever hope for. He always had my back—and the backs of the people I cared about. “Erica didn’t try to kill Ben,” he told Chip before I could do it. “That’s ridiculous.”

“It’s not ridiculous if there’s proof,” Jawa argued. “I heard there’s CIA security footage showing Erica firing that grenade.”

“There’s a perfectly good explanation for that,” I said.

“Which is…?” Jawa challenged.

“I don’t know yet,” I admitted. “But there’s no way Erica would have ever done something like this.”

“Maybe she doesn’t like you as much as you thought she did,” Chip said, only partially teasing. “Or maybe she got jealous of you and Zoe here making goo-goo eyes at each other.”

Zoe turned red and glared at Chip. “Ben and I have not been making goo-goo eyes.”

“Yes you have,” Chip said. “Ever since you came back from your last mission. Like this.” Chip did an overblown, purposefully insensitive imitation of Zoe, fluttering his eyelashes and gazing at me dreamily.

“That’s not funny!” Zoe shouted. Though she was much smaller than Chip, she was an exceptionally good fighter. She might have lunged across the room and pummeled him if Mike hadn’t restrained her.

I tried to get us back on topic before things got out of hand. “If Erica really did want to kill me, there are a thousand better ways she could have done it. Far less complicated ways. She could have poisoned me, gassed me, stabbed me…”

“… or shot you,” Mike said supportively. “She’s the best sniper at school by far.”

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Plus, Erica cares more about her reputation than anyone else here. She’s determined to be the top of her class, if not the best spy in the history of the CIA. So why would she do something as reckless as infiltrating the CIA’s headquarters and firing a rocket-propelled grenade at me from within sight of the security cameras?”

“Heat of passion?” Jawa suggested.

“I might buy that for anyone else,” I said, “but not Erica.”

“Ben has a point,” Zoe agreed. “This is the Ice Queen we’re talking about. I’ve seen rocks with more passion than her.”

“Fine,” Chip conceded. “Erica didn’t try to blow the CIA up because she was angry at Ben. She did it because she’s a double agent.”

“She is not!” I said. “If Erica really did want to attack CIA headquarters, she would have figured out where every security camera was on the property and then mapped out the exact route to avoid them. She would have probably done it with something far less obvious than an RPG—and if she really wanted me, or anyone else in that room, dead, then we’d be dead. Because Erica doesn’t fail at anything.”

“But she did attack CIA headquarters,” Jawa protested. “It’s on camera. How do you explain that?”

“Maybe it wasn’t her,” Mike suggested. “It was only someone pretending to be her. Like wearing one of those incredibly lifelike masks that they have in the Mission: Impossible movies.”
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