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Praise for the New York Times bestselling CITY SPIES


“A cinematic and well-crafted start to a new spy series for middle grades.”

—School Library Journal, on City Spies

“Ponti writes a well-paced story laced with suspense, wit, and entertaining dialogue. Events unfold within colorful Parisian settings that include the Eiffel Tower, the Catacombs, and a deceptively shabby-looking hotel run by British Intelligence.”

—Booklist, on City Spies

“Plotted with an enjoyable amount of suspense, Ponti’s story features a well-drawn cast of kids from around the world forming a chosen family with sibling-like dynamics. A page-turner suited to even the most reluctant readers.”

—Publishers Weekly, on City Spies

“Like any good spy thriller, this second adventure with MI6’s young secret agents begins in the middle of a perilous mission…. The thriller is well paced, the characters animated, and the adventure engaging. A winner.”

—Kirkus Reviews, on Golden Gate

“An appealing mixture of espionage, action, and personalities in a contemporary setting.”

—Booklist, on Forbidden City

“A smashing success.”

—Kirkus Reviews on Forbidden City
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1. The Swarm

SPY MISSIONS WERE NOTHING LIKE spy movies. All Cairo had to do was look in a mirror to see that. He was about to go undercover for the first time, and rather than a tuxedo or finely tailored suit, he was wearing a bumblebee costume. It was a padded onesie over a pair of black tights and was very much not tailored.

“This thing’s giving me a wedgie,” he complained, tugging at the seat of his costume.

“It was the best we could do on such short notice,” replied Paris, who wore a matching outfit and was smearing black and yellow greasepaint on his face. “When it comes to spycraft, the bottom line is that comfort takes a backseat to blending in.”

“Maybe so,” Cairo replied. “But right now, my backseat and bottom line are blending in with my underwear.”

Paris laughed. It was a good sign that Cairo was able to joke right before his first official mission. Most people would’ve been too nervous. “Welcome to MI6,” he said. “It’s oh so glamorous.”

They were in Venice, Italy, because the Secret Intelligence Service had gotten word of a potential threat at a global warming demonstration scheduled for St. Mark’s Square. The event was organized by a group of teenage environmental activists known as the Swarm, whose members dressed accordingly at protest rallies.

“You ready?” Paris asked once he’d finished putting on his makeup.

Cairo nodded, gave his costume one final tug, and said, “Let’s get buzzing.”

This was their first time in Venice, and it would’ve been easy for them to get lost because the city was spread across more than one hundred small islands, but they had help navigating its baffling blend of bridges and alleyways. As they stepped out of their safe house, they heard a loud buzzing that sounded as though a massive swarm of bees was overtaking the city.

“What’s that noise?” Cairo asked.

“Vuvuzelas,” answered Paris.

“You mean those plastic horns fans play at soccer matches?”

“The Swarm uses them whenever they march to a rally,” Paris explained. “All we have to do is listen and follow.”

“Helpful,” Cairo said. “Annoying, but helpful.”

As they tried to catch up with the Swarm, the rest of the team was getting ready in St. Mark’s Square, which the Italians called Piazza San Marco. Sydney and Brooklyn were stationed near the security gates through which all the protesters had to pass, while Rio and Monty were backstage, keeping an eye on the speakers scheduled to talk at the rally.

Kat was the alpha, which meant she’d call the shots once the mission got underway. She was positioned on the observation deck atop the bell tower overlooking the square. Four hundred years earlier, this was where Galileo looked to the heavens with his newly invented telescope and discovered order in the universe. Now it was where a fourteen-year-old spy looked across a sea of demonstrators, hoping to figure out which ones were a threat to the others.

“Testing comms, one, two, three,” she said into the microphone hidden in her jacket collar. “Can everyone hear me?”

“Roger that,” replied Sydney.

“Loud and clear,” Brooklyn added.

“All good,” said Monty.

“Good for me too,” answered Rio.

Kat waited a moment before prodding, “Paris, Cairo, are you in range?”

“You’ll have to speak up,” Cairo said, trying to be heard over the noise around them. “It’s pretty loud over here.”

He and Paris had just joined up with dozens of protesters dressed as bees who were making a ruckus as they paraded through the city. In addition to blaring vuvuzelas, some of them pounded drums, while others chanted, “Be-a-triz! Be-a-triz!” in honor of their leader.

“We’re on the Rialto Bridge crossing the Grand Canal,” Paris said, raising his voice. “We should reach St. Mark’s in about ten minutes.”

“What about you, Mother?” Kat said. “I know you can’t answer directly, but if you can hear us, let us know by asking someone a question.”

Mother was one of the two adult agents who oversaw the team. MI6 had managed to place him inside Venice’s state-of-the-art Control Room. This was the highly secretive—and somewhat controversial—location where local authorities used a web of sensors, CCTV cameras, and mobile-phone trackers to monitor every person visiting the city. It would’ve caused an uproar if the Italians found out a British agent was running a mission from here, so Mother couldn’t be overheard communicating directly with the others. Instead, he turned to a nearby police officer and asked, “Dov’é il bagno?”

“Seriously?” Sydney said with a laugh. “That’s the best you could come up with?”

“You know what that means, don’t you?” Kat asked.

“Yes,” answered Sydney. “It means ‘Where’s the bathroom?’ ”

“True, but it also means that the comms are set and everyone’s in position,” Kat said. “And that means ‘This operation is hot. We are a go!’ ”

This was the phrase the alpha said to launch every mission for the City Spies, an experimental team of six covert agents, aged eleven to sixteen, who British Secret Intelligence Service sent on assignments where adults would stand out.

“Chills,” Brooklyn replied. “Every. Single. Time.”

Shy and awkward by nature, Kat had come into her own as the alpha on some recent high-value missions. She’d been surprised by how much she’d enjoyed the role. “We are underway, and the rally is set to start in twenty-three minutes,” she said, taking charge. “That means open eyes and open minds. This is not a typical assignment.”

“And by that, are you referring to the part where we’ve been told to look for zombies?” Rio replied.

There were snickers on the comms.

“Not just zombies,” Kat replied. “I’ll settle for vampires, flesh-eaters, or any undead creatures you may come across. We’re casting a wide net here.”

And that was the problem with the mission. They didn’t really know what they were looking for.

Five days earlier, MI6 had intercepted a partial message sent between criminal syndicates in Kazakhstan and Turkey that discussed an attack in St. Mark’s to be carried out on this date by… the walking dead.

That was literally what it had said.

British analysts probably wouldn’t have paid much attention to it if it weren’t for the fact that the protest was happening at the same time that world leaders would be in Venice for the United Nations Climate Change Conference, which was being held across the Giudecca Canal on the island of San Giorgio Maggiore.

The threat sounded like a joke but couldn’t be ignored.

“The walking dead?” Mother had asked when the team was given the assignment by his superior. “Are you being serious? What does that even mean?”

“There are several possibilities,” responded Tru, one of only a handful of high-ranking officials at the Secret Intelligence Service who even knew that the City Spies existed. “It’s either a code, a message that’s been garbled in translation from Kazakh to Turkish to English, or the first sign of the zombie apocalypse. Whichever one, we’re going to need someone there to keep an eye on things.”

The City Spies were chosen to be that “someone” for two main reasons. First, because the rally was sponsored for and by young people, it was easy for them to blend in. Second, the team’s official cover was that they were all on student fellowships with the Foundation for Atmospheric Research and Monitoring, a weather research center in Scotland that was actually the headquarters for a covert MI6 operation. The FARM, as it was known, was active in promoting climate-change awareness, which is how Monty and Rio were able to get backstage with the speakers.

“Você está nervosa?” Rio asked Beatriz Santos, the sixteen-year-old activist who was scheduled to give the main address at the rally.

She smiled, pleasantly surprised to hear someone speak in her native language.

“Um pouco,” she replied, admitting that she was a bit nervous. “Você é brasileiro?”

“Eu sou carioca,” he replied, which meant that he was from Rio de Janeiro.

Her eyes lit up and she beamed. “Eu também sou!” she said. So am I.

Although Kat was the alpha, Rio had the most important assignment. He was supposed to get close to Beatriz and watch over her since she was the most likely target of any attack. For him, this was huge, not only because it was rare for him to get such an important responsibility but also because he was a massive fan of hers. He had to fight feeling starstruck as they talked.

“Rafael,” he said, introducing himself with his cover name. “But you can call me Rafa.”

“I’m Beatriz,” she replied.

He laughed. “Yeah, I think I heard that somewhere.”

The chants of “Be-a-triz! Be-a-triz!” were ringing through the crowd, and she gave an embarrassed cringe.

“That must feel incredible,” he said. “People just cheering your name.”

“It’s good for the cause,” she replied. “But I don’t like the attention.”

“Really?” he asked, surprised. “That’s too bad, because you sure get a lot of it.”

In just over two years, Beatriz had gone from unknown concerned teenager to world-famous environmental activist. What started as a one-person protest outside the Brazilian National Congress had grown into a global organization with members in ninety-seven countries. Officially, she was the director of the International Student Coalition to Protect Rainforests, but among her ardent supporters, she was simply known as Queen Bea, which is why they called themselves the Swarm.

“Still,” Rio continued, “you shouldn’t feel nervous about talking to a crowd that loves you so much.”

“I’m not too worried about the speech in the piazza,” she said. “But there are people across the water who do not love me so much. It’s important that I don’t make any mistakes that might give them an excuse to ignore what I have to say.”

After her speech Beatriz was scheduled to take the five-minute boat ride across the lagoon to San Giorgio Maggiore so she could address the world leaders at the UN conference. It would be an intimidating audience that included the US president and the British prime minister.

“How do you keep calm when you have to speak to a group like that?” Rio asked her.

“I think of the bees,” Beatriz said.

“The ones who dress up and chant your name?”

“No,” she replied. “The ones who pollinate a third of the food we eat. They are essential to feeding the world. Thinking about them reminds me that even if you are very small, you can still be very important.”

Rio flashed a charmer’s smile and said, “Você vai fazer fántastico.” You’ll do fantastic.

She held up both hands with her fingers crossed.

Meanwhile, the crowd continued to fill the piazza.

“In case the incredibly loud buzzing didn’t give it away, the Swarm just arrived at security gate number one,” Sydney informed the others.

Fences had been erected so that anyone entering the square had to pass through a series of metal detectors and magnetometers, as well as get patted down by officers in black jackets that read POLIZIA on the back.

“I can even see our busy little bees,” Sydney added once she spotted Paris and Cairo enter the pat-down area. “Bumble One and Bumble Two.”

“Make sure to get photos of them both,” Kat said.

“To document the mission?” Brooklyn asked.

“No, for future blackmail opportunities.”

“Gotta love Kat,” Sydney said as she snapped some pictures. “Always thinking ahead.”

“You’re all hilarious,” Paris responded. “Besides, compared to the others, I think we look pretty good.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Sydney said. “But you may be mistaking this for our mission in Egypt.”

“Why do you say that?” Paris asked, confused.

“Because you’re swimming in ‘da Nile,’ ” she joked, eliciting more laughter on the comms.

“You walked right into that one,” Rio said.

“All right, that’s enough,” Monty said, laughing with them. “Loose is good, but this mission is important. We need to focus.” Monty was the other adult with the team. She was the director of FARM and was backstage gathered with the parents and advisors who’d accompanied the speakers.

“All kidding aside, I’m wondering if more of us should’ve worn costumes,” Brooklyn said. “We would’ve blended in better.”

“Why’s that?” asked Monty.

“So many people are wearing them,” she responded. “In addition to all the bumblebees, there are people dressed as endangered animals, environmental superheroes, and even some with giant papier-mâché heads of the world leaders. It looks like Halloween at security gate two. Right now, the police are trying to figure out how to deal with two creepy bird-people pushing a giant globe.”

“What’s the problem with it?” Sydney asked.

“It’s too big to fit through the metal detectors,” she replied.

“What do creepy bird-people even look like?” Cairo asked.

“They’re wearing black cloaks, black hats, motorcycle boots, and white masks with big round eyes and long beaks.”

“Those aren’t bird-people,” Paris said. “They’re plague doctors.”

“What?” asked Brooklyn.

“In the Middle Ages, doctors wore outfits like that when they treated patients who had the plague,” Paris said. “They packed the beak with herbs and flowers to counteract the smell, which is what they thought carried the disease.”

“They may not be birds, but the masks are still super creepy,” Brooklyn responded.

“That’s what people in the Middle Ages thought too,” Paris answered. “They freaked out when they saw one of the doctors arrive in their neighborhood because it meant someone nearby had the plague and was sure to die. It was like a real-life grim reaper.”

There was a beat, then Kat said, “The walking dead!”







2. Plague Doctors

VENICE HAD A LONG HISTORY with masks dating back to the Middle Ages. They first appeared at the city’s annual Carnival celebration, but for centuries they were worn throughout much of the year by Venetians wishing to hide their true identities. This tradition helped establish the floating city’s mystique as a haven for secrecy and deception.

In modern times, masks had become a popular souvenir of a trip to Venice, and tourists flocked to local shops looking to purchase one. A popular, if unsettling, design was called the medico della peste, or “plague doctor.” It was not only worn for Carnival, but for hundreds of years, it was also a fixture in the Italian theater. Audiences knew that if a character came onstage wearing the mask, death was imminent.

Now the City Spies had to worry if the same was true at the climate protest.

“What’s going on?” Kat asked. “I don’t have a good angle of the gate from up here.”

“It looks like the police are signaling them to leave the globe behind, and the plague doctors won’t do it,” Brooklyn said. “It’s brought the line to a complete standstill.”

The globe in question was about five feet wide and had been decorated so that it looked as if Earth was on fire. The two people dressed as plague doctors were pushing it on a flatbed with wheels, but it was too big to pass through the security equipment.

Brooklyn moved closer so that she could hear what they were saying.

“The police officers are barking orders at them in Italian, and they’re responding in a language I don’t recognize,” she relayed to the others. “Sounds Eastern European, but I’m not sure.”

“I thought we were looking for zombies,” Cairo said.

“The message just said ‘walking dead,’ ” Kat replied. “That could apply to them, too.”

“Then what about people carrying tombstones?” he asked.

“Which people?” Kat said.

“Some of the bumblebees are carrying cardboard tombstones that have things written on them like ‘Rest in Peace, Oceans’ or ‘Killed by Pollution,’ ” he said. “I don’t know if that’s the same as ‘walking dead’ or not.”

“Okay, now we’ve got actual zombies,” Sydney said before anyone could respond. “I mean, not actual undead beings, but people actually dressed as zombies.”

“Where are they?” asked Paris.

“They’re coming through gate number one.”

Just in front of Sydney, a group of people wearing zombie makeup was going through the metal detectors.

“How many of them are there?” Monty asked.

“Seven,” Sydney answered. “And there’s no delay. They’re walking right through.”

“And now the plague doctors are too,” added Brooklyn.

“How?” asked Kat. “I thought the globe wouldn’t fit.”

“The police sent them through and are using a hand wand to scan the globe,” Brooklyn explained. “It looks like they’re going to wheel it around and give it to them inside the fence.”

In the Control Room, Mother moved closer to a wall filled with monitors displaying closed-circuit camera feeds from throughout the city. He zeroed in on the one that showed the security gate where the police officer was scanning the globe and pointed at it.

“Excuse me, but do you see this?” Mother said to one of the police officers watching the monitors. “That wand’s designed to read through clothes, not solid objects. Something could be hidden inside that globe.”

The officer grumbled at Mother in Italian and waved for him to get out of the way. A police captain approached and said, “You are here as an observer, so please, step back. We know what we’re doing.”

“But that globe could be a serious problem—”

“Either step back or leave,” said the captain.

Mother acted peeved, but he hadn’t really expected them to listen to him. He just wanted to make sure the others heard what he was thinking.

“Don’t worry, Mother, we’re on it,” Kat assured him.

In no time they’d gone from no suspects to three different groups of them, but Kat kept her cool. She had an innate ability to see order in chaos, which was why she’d been assigned to the bell tower. She looked down at the mass of people in the square and saw what she always saw—math. In this instance it was in the form of numbers, vectors, and probabilities.

“We’re going to switch some assignments,” she instructed the team. “Sydney, you follow the globe.”

“Shouldn’t I stay with the zombies?”

“No, because if something’s hidden inside that thing, it could be a bomb, and you’re our bomb expert,” Kat explained.

“Right,” Sydney said as she started snaking through the crowd to get to the other side of the piazza.

“Paris, can you see the zombies from where you are?” Kat asked.

“Yes,” he answered.

“Then you go with them,” Kat said. “Cairo, stay with the Swarm and keep an eye on the ones with the headstones. Brooklyn, you’re going to have to leave the security gate and follow the plague doctors.”

“What makes you think I need help?” Sydney asked. “There are seven zombies but only two doctors. If anyone needs help, it’s Paris.”

“Except you’re not on the doctors,” Kat replied.

“But I thought you just told me—”

“I told you to follow the globe,” Kat interrupted. “If there’s a bomb, at some point they’re going to leave it. Brooklyn will follow them to see where they go, and you’ll stay with it.”

“That makes sense,” Sydney said.

“Mother, Monty, if you disagree, this is a good time for you to speak up,” Kat said.

“No disagreement from me,” Monty said. “Mother, cough twice if you think the plan’s solid.”

Mother coughed twice, and it gave Kat a boost of confidence to know that she was doing well. She was just about to say something else when the bell in the tower started tolling so loudly, she had to cover her ears.

It was noon, time for the rally to begin.

The first two speakers were a fifteen-year-old oceans activist from Fiji and a Ugandan high schooler who led tree-planting campaigns. While they gave their speeches, the crowd was still settling in, and the City Spies were trying to keep a close eye on their potential suspects.

“What’s up with the zombies?” Kat asked.

“They’re about five meters back from the left side of the stage,” Paris said. “Nothing suspicious so far.”

“Same with the bees,” Cairo said. “No unusual activity, although one of the tombstone guys keeps checking his phone.”

“That could be suspicious or could just be a regular teenager,” Monty said. “Hard to tell the difference.”

“How close are you to him?” Kat asked.

“I’m about six or seven people away,” Cairo answered.

“Try to get closer so you can see what’s so interesting about his screen,” instructed Kat.

“Roger that.”

“Nice use of ‘Roger that’ by the newbie,” Sydney teased good-naturedly. “Glad to see you’re getting comfortable in the role.”

Cairo, who was still fighting the wedgie, replied, “At the moment, nothing about me feels comfortable, but thanks.”

“The plague doctors won’t stop moving,” Brooklyn informed the others. “They seem much more interested in pictures than politics.”

“What do you mean by that?” Paris asked.

“Instead of listening to the speeches, they’re taking selfies with people who want to pose with them in front of the burning globe,” she explained. “It seems like it’s nothing more than a photo prop.”

“I’ve been watching them from up here,” Kat said. “They’ve almost done a complete lap of the piazza.”

“I think they’re finally stopping by the waterfront,” Sydney said. “It’s the perfect backdrop. Brooklyn’s right. They’re less ‘want to save the world’ and more ‘wannabe influencers.’ ”

“You two should pose for pictures with them,” Kat said. “It would give you an excuse to get close.”

“Good idea,” Brooklyn replied.

The next speaker was Benedetta Fiore, a local eighteen-year-old who was greeted with cheers when she took the microphone. Rio and Beatriz were watching from backstage, and she leaned over to him.

“Benedetta’s amazing,” she said. “She and her father built a solar-powered boat that uses absolutely no fuel. It’s a new prototype, but it could completely revolutionize transportation in Venice. You’ll see. It’s brilliant.”

“What do you mean, I’ll see?” Rio asked.

“After my speech, we’re going to take their boat to San Giorgio Maggiore so I can address the UN conference.”

“We?”

“All of us,” Beatriz replied. “I want the speakers and other young people backstage to ride over with me. You wouldn’t abandon a fellow Carioca in her moment of need, would you?”

He wasn’t sure if he was agreeing for the mission, for the chance to see some of the most powerful people on earth, or just because the most charismatic person he’d ever met had asked him.

“Of course not.”

“Excelente!”

On the stage Benedetta was firing up the crowd with a passionate appeal, switching between Italian and English as she talked about how her hometown of Venice was threatened by climate change.

“We are a city of islands,” she said. “And as the tides rise, our beloved city disappears.”

By the time Sydney and Brooklyn made their way to the globe to “pose” for pictures, it had been overrun by a mob of people taking a group photo. They were right along the water’s edge and blocking the main walkway, which made the police unhappy.

An officer came over and instructed everyone to move along. The protesters complained, but soon the group dispersed, and the doctors wheeled the globe out of the way.

“Wait a second,” Sydney said, suddenly alarmed. “Where’d the third plague doctor come from?”

There were now three people in costume pushing the globe.

“Are you sure?” Kat said.

“I’m not the math student you are, Kat, but I can count to three.”

“I mean, are you sure there were only two before?”

“Positive,” Brooklyn said, chiming in. “I took pictures of them at the security gate, and we’ve been following them since we got here.”

“Maybe the other one was already inside the piazza,” Cairo suggested.

“Maybe,” Sydney said, unconvinced. “But we were watching both gates all morning, and neither of us saw one.”

“Oh my goodness!” Paris exclaimed. “I know what happened.”

“What?” asked Sydney.

“He was inside, all right. He was hiding inside the globe.”







3. The Piazza

FOR NEARLY A THOUSAND YEARS, Piazza San Marco had been the most famous landmark in one of the most famous cities in the world. Home to a palace, a basilica, and a bell tower, this was where Marco Polo left to explore the world, Napoleon arrived to proclaim victory, and Galileo opened a window into the universe. And now it was where a sixteen-year-old girl from Brazil took the stage near two marble columns that once marked the site of public executions.

“Be-a-triz! Be-a-triz!” chanted the crowd as vuvuzelas trumpeted her arrival.

“Please quiet down,” she said, smiling. “I need to save my voice for later when I talk to the grown-ups across the lagoon.”

This brought an even bigger cheer from the crowd, and Beatriz laughed.

Kat, meanwhile, was trying to figure out the best next steps.

“Paris, Cairo, are any of your people acting suspicious?” she asked.

“No,” Paris said. “My zombies are just cheering like the rest of the crowd.”

“Same with the bees,” Cairo replied. “They’re going wild for their queen, and it looks like the guy on the phone is just posting pictures of the rally on social media.”

“Then I think you should both go help Brooklyn and Sydney,” Kat said. “The combination of the globe and the sudden arrival of a third plague doctor makes that the most likely threat.”

“On my way,” Paris replied.

“Me too,” added Cairo.

“How are things backstage?” Kat asked.

“The only problem here is that the speeches are running behind schedule,” Monty answered.

“Why’s that a problem?” Paris asked.

“Beatriz’s chaperone is worried that she’ll be late for her speech at the UN conference,” Monty answered. “But everything else is—Wait a second. What’s going on at the front of the stage?”

Someone in a blue hoodie jumped up onto the stage and was charging toward Beatriz. Rio rushed out to protect her, but two security guards beat him to it and stopped the intruder, who turned out to be a ten-year-old supporter.

“It’s okay, you can let her through,” Beatriz said. “What do you have there?” she asked the girl.

“Una corona per la regina,” the girl said in Italian. A crown for the queen.

Beatriz smiled at the girl and leaned over so that the girl could put the plastic tiara on her head. The crowd ate this up and cheered more.

“Grazie mille,” she said to the girl. Then she looked to the crowd. “But please, no one else come onstage. I cannot stress how important it is for us to be on our best behavior. We have to protest peacefully. Some people would love it if we lost control and rioted, because then they could disregard what we’re saying. They are constantly looking for one misstep so that they can characterize us as something we’re not.”

When Rio returned backstage, Monty came over to him and whispered, “Very heroic.”

He gave her an embarrassed smile.

“She’s really something, isn’t she?” Monty asked.

“Yes, she is!” Rio answered more enthusiastically than he intended. Then he tried to downplay it and said, “Very accomplished for someone her age.”

“So are you, by the way,” Monty said with a wink.

At the microphone Beatriz resumed her speech. “I was just talking to a new friend, and he asked me how I keep from getting nervous when I speak in front of crowds. I told him that I think about bees and how even though they’re small, they’re still important.”

“That’s me,” Rio said to Monty, happily surprised that Beatriz had just referred to him as a friend. “She said that to me.”

“But there’s something to remember about bees,” Beatriz continued, her voice rising dramatically. “They can make honey, but they can also sting. And when they swarm together, they are impossible to ignore.”

As if on cue, the vuvuzelas started playing, turning the piazza into a massive buzzing hive.

“She’s really good at this,” Kat marveled. “It’s no wonder she’s a star.”

Once Paris and Cairo reached Sydney and Brooklyn, they approached the globe and studied the plague doctors, who stood side by side and seemed more interested in looking over their shoulders at the police than paying attention to Beatriz.

“I bet the one on the left is the one who was inside the globe,” Cairo said.

“Why?” Sydney asked, confused.

“Because he’s the smallest,” Cairo answered. “It would make sense that he’d be the one who got inside.”

Sydney was impressed. “That’s a good point.”

“I’m going to shoot some video,” Brooklyn said as she discreetly pulled out her phone and held it waist-high so that what she was doing wasn’t obvious.

Just then, the doctor in the middle got a phone call. It only lasted ten seconds, and as soon as it was over, he turned to the others, and they started walking away.

“They’re on the move,” Paris said.

“All of them?” Kat asked.

“Yes,” Sydney answered. “They’re headed toward the exit.”

“They’re not running, but they’re moving with purpose,” Paris added.

“Sydney, Brooklyn, you check for a bomb,” Kat said. “Paris, Cairo, you follow the doctors!”

“Got it,” they replied as they hurried into action.

“I can get to the microphone and warn the crowd,” Rio offered.

“No,” Monty said. “That would cause panic. We don’t even know for sure that there’s anything inside it.”

“We’ll know in about fifteen seconds,” Sydney said as she and Brooklyn reached the globe. Its exterior was aluminum and wrapped with a vinyl graphic of the burning globe. “There’s got to be some sort of hatch to get in.”

“Here,” Brooklyn said as she found it on the rear of the globe. “Right by Australia.”

Sydney laughed. “It’s almost like they were expecting me. Don’t open it yet. It could be booby-trapped.”

She got down on her hands and knees so that she could examine it closely. The door was square, about twenty inches on each side. Even though it was shut, there was a slight gap along the edge that let her peek in.

“There aren’t any wires on the hatch, so I’m going to look inside,” she said as she opened it carefully.

“What do you see?” Kat asked as the others waited nervously.

“There’s no bomb,” Sydney said.

“That’s a relief,” Kat replied.

“Not really,” Sydney said. “Because there was one.”

“How can you tell?” Brooklyn asked.

“There’s a Hexomax wrapper.” Sydney was careful not to touch it because it could be crime-scene evidence, but she took a picture. “That’s French plastic explosive. There’s also a small oxygen tank, in case he started running out of air, and an unused blasting cap. My guess is that he finished building the bomb in here once they were inside the piazza.”

“But they left the blasting cap?” Kat asked. “Wouldn’t that make it useless?”

“Probably a spare, in case something went wrong with the first one.”

“Why would they build it here and not beforehand?” Brooklyn asked.

“It’s simple enough to put it together,” Sydney said. “So if you do it here, you eliminate the chance of it going off accidentally before you’re ready.”

“And if he built it in the globe, that means it’s somewhere in the piazza,” Kat said.

“Yes, but where?” asked Sydney.







4. La Bomba

THERE WAS A BOMB IN Piazza San Marco.

Maybe.

After Sydney and Brooklyn retraced the path the plague doctors took while pushing the globe, they weren’t so sure anymore.

“I don’t get it,” Sydney said. “There’s not a single place where they could have hidden it. No trash can, mailbox, backpack, anything.”

“We double-checked everywhere they went,” Brooklyn said. “Even the manhole covers have been welded shut.”

“But you still think there’s a bomb?” Kat asked.

“Yes,” Sydney answered unconvincingly. “I mean, I saw the blasting cap and the plastic explosive wrapper. There’s no other use for them.”

“If there’s an ‘if,’ an ‘and,’ or a ‘but,’ the best advice is to trust your gut,” Kat said, reciting a Motherism, one of the rhyming couplets Mother used to help them remember the tenets of spycraft. “If you think there’s a bomb, there probably is one. Why don’t you two split up and expand your search area?”

“Did they get close to the stage?” Monty asked.

“Not that we saw,” Sydney answered. “But we didn’t have eyes on the third plague doctor, so we can’t be sure.”

“Rio and I can search back here,” Monty said. “It would make sense for them to target Beatriz and the speakers.”

“On it,” Rio said as he started to nonchalantly poke around the backstage area.


CAMPO SAN ZACCARIA

Paris and Cairo hurried across a stone bridge and walked along a crowded alley that ran between open-air restaurants, a fruit market, and a souvenir shop. The plague doctors were ahead of them, and the boys had to weave through packs of tourists as they tried to keep up.

“Paris, Cairo, how are you doing?” Kat asked.

“Okay, considering.”

“Considering what?”

“That bumblebee costumes are not ideal for covert surveillance,” Paris said. “If they notice us, we’ll be burned.”

“I understand, but you can’t lose them,” Kat said. “If the bomb’s not in the piazza, they may lead you to it.”

“Roger that,” Paris responded.

Unlike the urgent nature of the search being carried out in St. Mark’s, Paris and Cairo had to be cautious and methodical. This was hard not only because of how they were dressed but also because it was Cairo’s first time trying to tail anybody.

“We’ve got to stay back,” Paris said as they reached an open doorway that framed the alley. “Act like regular tourists and watch them for any change in pace or direction. Most importantly, don’t let them notice you or make any eye contact.”

“Okay,” Cairo said. “I’ll do my best.”

“Mother, I don’t know what you can see in the Control Room, but we’re entering an area called Campo San Zaccaria,” Paris said, reading from a sign. “We’re about forty meters behind the three of them.”

Mother coughed twice to let him know he received the message and then started looking for them on the monitors. There weren’t any CCTV cameras at the location, but he found it on a map, which at least gave him an idea of where they were. He went to step closer to the monitors but noticed the police captain watching him, so he stayed put.

The alley at Campo San Zaccaria opened onto a small tourist-filled square dominated by a church with an imposing white facade that stood six stories tall.

“They’re going inside,” Cairo said as the doctors entered through a pair of large wooden doors. “Do we follow?”

“Let’s give them a moment to make sure they’re not using it as a switchback.”

“What’s that?”

“When you go into a building and then come right back out so you can see who’s entering,” Paris said. “It’s a great way to check if someone’s following you.”



PIAZZA SAN MARCO

At the rally Sydney and Brooklyn still hadn’t found the bomb as Beatriz reached the end of her speech. The activist spoke with the confidence and authority of an experienced political campaigner, but, wearing jeans and a fleece, she looked like a typical teenager.

“I want to leave you with a promise before I go speak at the conference,” she intoned from the stage. “The temperature is rising. The oceans are rising. But the young people of the world are rising too. We are rising to our feet as we demand action from our leaders. I will carry your voices with me, and I promise that I will rise to the occasion.”

Her delivery was electrifying, and the crowd erupted into cheers. Beatriz paused for a moment and let their enthusiasm sweep over her. She wanted to be fully energized before addressing the politicians at the conference.

“Estupenda!” Rio said to her as she came off the stage. Stupendous!

“Muito obrigado,” she said. Thank you very much.

The other speakers came to greet her, but she was first intercepted by a lean man with silver hair and wire-framed glasses. This was Dr. Alberto Ferreira, a renowned Brazilian botanist and a mentor for Beatriz. He was her official chaperone from the Brazilian Ministry of Science.

“How was I?” she asked.

“Your speech was great,” he said. Then he checked his watch and added, “But it should have been over twenty-two minutes ago. You can’t be late to address a UN conference.”

“I hadn’t even started twenty-two minutes ago,” Beatriz said. “I can’t control time.”

“No,” he said pointedly. “But you can control how many people you let speak before you.”

This was a recurring disagreement between them. He felt she involved too many other groups in her campaigns and rallies.

“We need to be inclusive,” Beatriz said. “That means sharing the spotlight.”

There was no time to rehash this argument, so he said, “Fine. But we’ve got to hurry.”

“Don’t worry. We’re all ready to go.”

“We?” he said.

Beatriz signaled to the other youth leaders and speakers. “They’re going to ride with me,” she said. “I want to make sure that those presidents and prime ministers know that I’m not just speaking for myself.”

He shook his head and went to say something, but she cut him off.

“Inclusive,” she said with a broad smile. “That’s the key.”



CHURCH OF SAN ZACCARIA

Paris and Cairo entered the church cautiously. Not only were they wary of being spotted by the plague doctors, but they were worried they might be seen by a priest or a nun. Their bumblebee outfits weren’t exactly appropriate for a house of worship.

“It’s beautiful,” Cairo said as they slipped inside the dimly lit building. It was bigger than it appeared from the outside, with a huge altar and walls covered with framed paintings from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

At first it seemed as if they were alone, but then they glimpsed some priests dressed in black cassocks walking by the altar. Luckily, it was dark enough that the priests didn’t notice Paris and Cairo, who ducked into an alcove until they passed by. When the coast was clear, the pair stepped out, and Paris saw a directional sign marked CRIPTA.

“Crypt?” he said, trying to piece together the puzzle. “Could that have something to do with the walking dead?”

Cairo shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”

The hallway led to a stairwell and another sign pointing down. They followed it into one of the eeriest rooms either had ever seen. It had stone walls and multiple vaulted ceilings that created small chambers with marble tombs holding noblemen from throughout Venetian history. The creepiness was heightened by the fact that water from nearby canals had risen through the floor and was ankle-deep throughout the entire crypt.

“Looks like a dead end,” Paris said.

“Literally,” Cairo responded, and they both laughed at Paris’s unintentional joke.

When they went back upstairs, the priests were gone, so they were able to approach the altar. It featured a famous Bellini painting considered to be a Renaissance masterpiece. That’s when Cairo noticed a row of confessionals along a wall.

“Perfect place to hide,” he said in a whisper.

Paris nodded, and they approached the confessionals quietly. There were two confessionals, each with a middle compartment for a priest to sit in and two smaller compartments for parishioners on either side. Each compartment had a door to protect the privacy of whoever was inside.

Paris pressed his ear to one of the doors, and when he was confident there was no one inside, he opened it. There was nothing there, but when the pair opened the second door, they found the discarded plague doctor masks.

“They must’ve slipped in here to change into street clothes,” Paris said. He scanned the church, and when he realized there was no one else there, he sagged.

“What?” Cairo asked.

Paris took a defeated breath and then informed everyone, “We lost them.”



PIAZZA SAN MARCO

Venice was famous for its water taxis that transported people around the city. The one Beatriz boarded with Rio and the others had solar panels on its roof. They were taking it to San Giorgio Maggiore so she could address the world leaders at the UN conference. It was only a five-minute ride across the lagoon, but she liked the symbolism of the ecologically friendly boat as well as the company of the other young activists. The only adults on the vessel were the boat’s captain and Beatriz’s chaperone, Dr. Ferreira.

The two grown-ups were in the front compartment, while Beatriz and the others were standing in the back waving to the protesters as the boat pulled away from the piazza. A band had taken the stage and was now performing for the crowd.

For a moment Beatriz closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of the breeze against her face. Rio noticed this and smiled because he’d done the same. They were a long way from Copacabana Beach, but ocean air had a way of making him feel at home.

“Benedetta, show them how everything works,” Beatriz said. “It’s so environmentally friendly.”

Benedetta was the Italian student who’d designed the boat with her father, its captain. “The panels collect energy from the sun and are connected to the inverter in here.” She opened the lid of a rear panel by the engine and showed them the device. “This converts the energy into AC electricity, which powers the engine.”

“What’s your plan?” Beatriz asked.

“Our goal is to convince the city to refit all the taxis in Venice. We’ve gotten some pushback, but we have a demonstration scheduled for next week. It would cut down on pollution, noise, and vibrations.”

“Vibrations?” Rio asked.

“Buildings along the lagoon are fragile, and the vibrations of traditional engines are harmful.”

As everyone admired the design, something caught Rio’s eye. The cover to another panel was uneven because it hadn’t been closed properly. He suddenly had an uneasy feeling and asked, “Sydney, Brooklyn, did the plague doctors get close to the boats along the pier?”

Sydney thought for a moment before answering. “They were alongside the water until the police made them leave, so yes.”

“That’s what I was worried about,” Rio said as he carefully opened the panel’s lid.

“Rio, is everything okay?” Monty asked nervously.

“Not really,” he answered. “I think I just found the bomb.”

The plastic explosive was nestled alongside the motor and attached to a cell phone and an electronic timer. Rio quickly took a picture and texted it to the team.

“Sydney, this is what I think it is, right?” he asked.

“Yes, it is!” Sydney answered, studying the image. “What does the timer say?”

“Fifty-two seconds,” he replied, trying to keep his calm. “Can I disarm it?”

“There’s not enough time,” Sydney replied. “You need to—”

“Abandon ship!” Rio yelled before Sydney could even tell him. “Everybody needs to abandon ship!”

“Is this a joke?” Beatriz asked, confused.

“No! There’s a bomb right there, and it’s about to go off!”

Benedetta looked into the compartment, and her eyes widened. “Aiuto! Aiuto!” she shouted toward her father in the front calling for help. “C’è una bomba sulla barca!”

There was a moment of hesitation by everyone except for Rio, who took charge.

“Life vests?” he asked Benedetta.

She pointed toward a locker, and he opened it and began tossing the vests to the others.

“Put these on and get off the boat! It’s going to blow up in less than thirty seconds!” he commanded.

This spurred the others out of their hesitation, and they started putting them on.

He directed them to jump off the side opposite from the bomb and added, “Swim away from the boat!”

Rio and Beatriz jumped at the same time, and when they hit the water, they were jolted by the January temperatures. It was cold, and they were in street clothes, not wet suits, but with the rush of adrenaline, they weren’t about to slow down.

“Swim as fast as you can!” he said.

In the piazza, protesters watched in shock as they saw everyone abandon the water taxi. There was a buzz of confusion and then…

BOOM!








5. The Hero of the Giudecca Canal

RIO WAS FRANTICALLY SWIMMING AWAY from the boat, so he didn’t see the explosion. When he heard it, he turned back and instinctively held up his hands to shield his face from the wood fragments that began raining down. The view from the water level was too low to get a full picture of the damage, but a plume of smoke coming from the stern indicated that there was now a fire where they’d been standing moments before.

“Did everyone get off the boat?” he urgently asked those around him.

“Yes,” answered Dr. Ferreira. “I was the last to jump, and there was no one else on board.” He looked at Rio, and his voice began to crack with emotion. “Thank you so much. You saved us all.” He paused and added, “You’re a hero.”

That word seemed utterly foreign to Rio, and he humbly replied, “I just hope nobody’s hurt.”

He swam over to Beatriz, who looked like she was in shock, a dazed expression on her face.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “Is your life vest secure?”

Too shaken to speak, she simply nodded, her lips quivering from the cold, salty water.

“That’s good,” he said, trying to reassure her. “There are police and military everywhere. Someone will be right here to help us.” He reached over and gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “It’s going to be okay.”

She placed her hand on top of his. “Obrigado,” she said, just above a whisper. Thank you.

Rio was right about the rescue. There was so much security in and around the lagoon that two police officers on Jet Skis arrived almost instantly. Within a couple minutes, everyone was being helped into a pair of bright yellow boats marked AMBULANZA so they could be taken to the hospital and checked for injuries.

Meanwhile, the reaction in the piazza was frenzied as protesters stampeded toward the two security exits, trying to flee the scene. Some people were knocked to the ground, and a handful inexplicably dived into the lagoon, as if the water could protect them from any danger. Brooklyn even lost a shoe when she was momentarily caught up in the crush of people.

“Rio, can you hear me?” Monty called into her microphone. “Are you okay?”

There was no response, and Sydney reasoned, “His earbuds probably fell out once he dived into the water.”

“How are you and Brooklyn?” Monty asked. “It looks like a mob scene in the piazza.”

“Other than a lost shoe, we’re fine,” Sydney answered.

“Does anyone have eyes on Rio?” asked Monty.

“Not me,” Brooklyn said.

“Me neither,” added Sydney.

“Wait a second,” Kat replied. “I see him.”

Rio’s earbuds were actually still in and working fine. He heard everything they were saying, but his microphone had been ruined by the water, so he couldn’t reply. Once he was on board the ambulance, he moved to the stern of the boat and waved toward the top of the bell tower, knowing that Kat would be there looking for him.

“He’s waving and giving the thumbs-up,” Kat said, relieved. “He’s okay!”

“What a relief,” Monty said.

“Thank goodness,” Mother said, jumping into the conversation. “But now we have to focus on the possibility of another bomb.”

The cool jazz, new-age calm of the Control Room had been replaced by chaos the instant the bomb went off. The officers were too busy trying to figure out what happened to notice Mother talking to anyone.

“Sydney, did you see any indication of more explosives?” he asked.

“None,” she replied. “There was just one Hexomax wrapper.”

“But that could be divided and used in multiple bombs,” Monty said.

“Yes, but the entire bar was visible in the photo that Rio sent,” Sydney answered.

“Hopefully that’s a good sign,” Monty said. “You still need to scour the piazza and make sure. Check everywhere, but be careful not to draw any attention to yourself. The police are going to be on the lookout for anyone acting out of the ordinary, and you don’t want them suspecting you. Paris, Cairo, I know you lost track of the plague doctors, but you’ve got to try to locate them. They’re our only link.”

“Don’t worry,” Paris asserted. “We’ll find them.”

“Mother, what’s the situation like in the Control Room?” Brooklyn asked.

“Pandemonium.”

Brooklyn smiled. “Good. Any chance there’s enough chaos for you to hop on a computer without anyone noticing?”

“Maybe for about thirty seconds,” he said. “Why?”

“I’ve got an idea,” Brooklyn responded.


CHURCH OF SAN ZACCARIA

Cairo gave Paris a confused look and asked, “How are we going to find them if we don’t know what they look like?”

“Let’s hope they left a clue,” Paris said as he started digging through the discarded costumes in the confessional. He looked for about fifteen seconds before he stopped and turned to Cairo. “Where are the cloaks?”

“What?”

“There are only hats and masks in here. What’d they do with their cloaks?”

Cairo checked the other compartments, but they were all empty. “They aren’t here.”

Paris realized his mistake and exclaimed, “How could I be so stupid?” He shook his head and turned to Cairo. “They’re still wearing them.”

“Who goes around wearing cloaks?” Cairo asked, still confused.

“Priests. The plague doctors were the three priests we saw when we entered the church.” Paris let out a frustrated growl.

“Did you see their faces?” Cairo asked.

“No. I was too busy trying to hide.”

“So was I.” Cairo thought for a moment. “But now all we have to do is look for three priests.”

“That’s not going to be so easy in Venice,” Paris said. “I read somewhere that there are more than one hundred and twenty-five Catholic churches in the city. Do you know how many priests there must be walking around town?”

Cairo bit his lower lip, a sure sign he was deep in thought, and then he had a realization. “There are only masks and hats in the confessional, right?”

“Yeah.”

Cairo beamed. “Well, then, I bet only three of those priests are wearing motorcycle boots.”

“Okay,” Paris said, his mood rapidly improving. “That’s brilliant.”



GRAND CANAL

Sirens wailed as two water ambulances raced along the Grand Canal, carrying the eight people who’d just been rescued from the lagoon. They sat huddled under blankets to keep warm, while paramedics checked for injuries and signs of concussion. There was also a police officer on board asking questions.

“Can you tell me what happened?” the officer asked Dr. Ferreira.

“I didn’t see much because I was in front with the captain,” Ferreira answered. He pointed at Rio and said, “He knows best. He’s the one who saved us. He’s the hero.”

“Is that right?” asked the officer.

“I’m not a hero,” Rio answered. He had to be careful to speak honestly, so as not to hinder the investigation, but to do so without saying anything that might give away his status as an MI6 operative. “I just saw the explosive device and started yelling for everyone to jump.”

“Explosive device?” said the officer. “That’s interesting. Most people would call it a bomb.”

This flustered Rio, although he tried not to show it.

“Where did you see this… explosive device?”

“Hidden in a compartment along the back of the boat.” Rio regretted his word choice the moment he said it.

“Hidden?” The officer now seemed fully suspicious. “How did you see it if it was hidden?”

Normally, Rio was a natural at handling people. Among the City Spies, he was the best when it came to talking fast and thinking on his feet, but he’d already made two missteps and needed to redirect the conversation.

“The boat had a solar-powered motor, designed by Benedetta and her father,” Rio said, going for a longer answer to give himself time to think. “She had just lifted a panel to show it to us. It’s very interesting. Then I noticed the next panel was partially open, so I lifted it to see if there was more to their design. That’s when I saw the bomb.”

“So now it’s a bomb,” said the officer. “How’d you know what it was? Have you seen bombs before?”

“In movies,” he said, careful to avoid terms like “Hexomax” or “plastic explosive.” “It had some kind of clay or putty with wires and a phone and a timer.”

Beatriz had recovered from her initial shock and now slipped into action mode. She stood up, letting her blanket fall to the deck, and challenged the officer.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked in a way that was more straightforward than boastful.

“Of course,” said the officer.

“Then you know that I was most likely the target of the attack,” she said. “So I wonder, why are you treating my friend, the person who just saved my life and the lives of all these people, like he’s a criminal?”

The officer paused for a moment and considered that maybe he had pushed too hard. “I am just trying to figure out what happened,” he said. “I am not accusing anyone of anything.”

“Good,” Beatriz said firmly. “Because what happened is that Rafael is the hero who saved the day.” She stood there for a moment, defiant, before it registered with her that they were headed down the Grand Canal, away from the lagoon. “Wait, where are we going?”

“Ospedale Santi Giovanni e Paolo,” answered one of the paramedics.

“No, we can’t go to the hospital,” Beatriz said. “We need to turn around and go to San Giorgio Maggiore!”

The paramedic gave her a confused look, although there was no way to tell if this was because something was lost in translation or because it was absurd for a soaking-wet teenager who’d just survived an explosion to demand to be taken to a summit of world leaders.

“Translate for me,” Beatriz said to Benedetta, who was sitting next to her. “Tell her that I need to go to San Giorgio Maggiore because I’m scheduled to speak at the UN conference in a few minutes.”

“I understood what you said,” answered the paramedic, indicating that her reaction was, in fact, due to the ridiculousness of the demand. “But it is impossible. You need to be examined by a doctor.”

“No, I don’t,” said Beatriz. “I’m completely fine.”

“It doesn’t matter,” the police officer informed her. “The conference is over.”

“Not until tomorrow afternoon,” countered Beatriz.

“I heard it on the police radio,” he replied. “They started evacuating the politicians the moment there was an explosion.”



CONTROL ROOM

Most of the police officers were gathered in the front of the room, huddled around the array of wall monitors featuring CCTV camera feeds of key locations throughout Venice. They could see the confusion in Piazza San Marco, the damaged water taxi listing in the lagoon, and world leaders being evacuated from San Giorgio Maggiore in military helicopters. But they weren’t sure what had actually happened. There were far more questions than answers, and amid that confusion, Mother quietly sat down in the back row at a workstation.

“Okay, I’m at a computer,” he relayed to Brooklyn. “What do you want me to do? Hack the motherboard? Override the password?”

“Those aren’t even things,” Brooklyn replied. “Do you know what any of those words actually mean?”

“No, but you can walk me through what to do,” Mother said. “Just do it fast, because if anyone catches me, I could get in big trouble.”

“Check the desktop,” Brooklyn said.

“Sure thing. Which icon do you want me to click?”

“Not the computer desktop. The actual desktop that the computer is sitting on. Is there a business card?”

“Yes,” Mother replied, confused. “Why?”

“I need the email address of whoever works on that computer,” she explained. “Take a picture and send it to me.”

Mother did, and then he looked around the room, making sure that no one noticed him. Ten seconds later there was a ding, and an alert on the screen notified him of a newly arrived email.

“Wow, that was fast,” Mother said.

“Open the email and click on the link inside.”

“That’s the big computer thing you’re having me do?” Mother asked. “Opening an email?”

“I wanted to give you something that fell within your skill set,” Brooklyn replied.

Mother rolled his eyes, opened the email, and then clicked on the link inside it.

“What’s happening?”

“There’s a little circle spinning with a percentage on it,” Mother said.

“Perfect,” Brooklyn answered. “The instant it gets to one hundred percent, you need to X out of the program, drag it into the trash can, and delete it from there.”

“Wow, you trust me with all that?” Mother said sarcastically. Then he looked up and saw that an officer was headed toward him. It was the captain who’d threatened to kick him out earlier. “Uh-oh.”

“What?” Brooklyn asked.

“I’ve been spotted.”

“What percentage is the program at?”

“Sixty-two.”

“You’re going to have to stall,” she said. “It needs to get all the way to one hundred, and then you have to get rid of it.”

“Got it. Call my phone in sixty seconds,” Mother whispered.

“What are you doing?” asked the officer in an accusing tone.

With no good answer, Mother decided to play stupid. “What?”

“Why are you using that computer?”

“I’m trying to get BBC dot com,” Mother said.

This answer confused the captain and momentarily stalled him.

“Something’s gone terribly wrong, but my Italian is not good enough to understand your discussions,” Mother said. “I need an English-language news feed so I can figure out what’s happening.”

Mother quickly opened the BBC website, and the instant the circle reached one hundred percent, he dragged it to the trash can. Once the officer got to the screen, it was only displaying the news.

“Step away from that computer,” said the captain.

“I’m here as an observer for the Metropolitan Police,” Mother said. “My prime minister is on San Giorgio Maggiore and is in danger because your security forces failed to stop a bomb. Any second now my superior is going to call me to find out what’s happening. At the moment, the only relevant information I can give him is that I tried to warn you about two suspicious people entering the piazza, and in response you threatened to kick me out while assuring me that you had things under control. If I were you, I’d hope it doesn’t turn out that the people pushing that globe had anything to do with this.”

The mention of the globe planted a seed of doubt, and the captain flinched just enough for Mother to know that he’d struck a nerve. Just then Brooklyn called Mother, and he looked down at his phone screen.

“That’s him now,” Mother said. “What should I tell him?”

The captain thought for a moment and said, “Tell him that as soon as you’re finished with your call, you are joining us in our discussion so that we can brief you fully.”

“Good,” Mother replied as he took the call and walked away.

“Did it work?” Brooklyn asked.

“It got to one hundred percent, and I dragged it to the trash can. But I didn’t have time to delete it from there.”

“I can take care of that when I access it later,” Brooklyn said. “Good job.”

“Does this make me a hacker?” Mother asked.

“Not even remotely,” Brooklyn said with a laugh.



CAMPO SAN ZACCARIA

When Paris and Cairo came out of the church, the priests already had a head start.

“Which way do you think they went?” Cairo asked.

“There are three options,” Paris answered. “Back to the piazza, out toward the waterfront, or deeper into the city.” He thought about it for a moment. “I don’t think they’d go back to the piazza because there’ll be too many police there.”

“So that narrows it down to two possibilities,” Cairo said. “Should we split up?”

Paris thought hard about this. If he was with any of the other team members, that’s exactly what he’d do. But he didn’t know if Cairo was ready to be on his own.

“We’ll stay together,” Paris said. “It’s safer that way.”

Cairo, however, wanted to prove himself. “It also cuts our chances in half. If we split up, we can check both routes. If I see them, I’ll call you, and you can join me. There’s no danger in that.”

Paris hesitated.

“Every second we waste deciding…,” Cairo said.

“Okay,” Paris said. “You take the waterfront; I’ll take the city.” He looked Cairo in the eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

“Positive,” Cairo answered.

Paris picked what he thought was the most likely route for himself. If the priests walked toward the waterfront, they’d be closer to the crime scene and the larger police presence. He didn’t have a change of clothes, so he was still stuck in the bumblebee costume, which made it difficult to blend in. Venice was a maze of passageways, alleys, and footbridges. He walked briskly and scanned for priests. He spotted one at a flower stand and two others in front of a small church, confirming his suspicion that there were many of them throughout Venice. None of them had boots, though.

“Cairo, how’s it going?”

“No sign of them,” Cairo said.

“Just be careful,” Paris said.

“I know. I know.”

Cairo was walking along the Riva degli Schiavoni, a promenade that ran along the waterfront. It was jam-packed with tourists and protesters who had flooded out of the piazza. If he looked back over his shoulder, he could see into the lagoon where police boats surrounded the water taxi and were trying to keep it from sinking.

The promenade was wide, like a big city street, with market stalls on one side and the San Marco Canal on the other. It was difficult to navigate because of the crowds. He maneuvered to the far right, alongside the water where there were docks with gondolas, water taxis, and other boats.

Up ahead he saw three men that he thought might be priests, but there were so many people in between him and them that he couldn’t get a clear look at their feet.

“I think I may see them,” he said, excited.

“Where?” Paris asked.

“Along the waterfront.”

“Tell me exactly where, and I’ll meet you.”

“There’s not enough time,” Cairo said. “It looks like they’re heading for a boat.”

“Just wait for me,” Paris instructed.

Cairo didn’t answer. Instead, he hurried toward them.

He was so excited and fixated on looking at their feet that he was no longer trying to be covert. He was running along the edge of the water and at one point bumped into a gondolier, who yelled at him in Italian.

Cairo momentarily looked back at the gondolier and then, when he turned to see where he was going, he almost ran into one of the priests.

“Mi scusi,” Cairo said, apologizing in Italian.

Instead of responding, the priest just gave him a quizzical look. It took Cairo a moment to realize that he must have presented an odd image with his costume and face paint.

He looked down and saw the motorcycle boots. Suddenly, it became very real to him that he was face-to-face with one of the bombers. He let out a nervous gasp and stepped back, startled.

The reaction was what gave him away.

The priest’s face turned angry, and he berated Cairo in a language he didn’t recognize.

Cairo was terrified. “Non lo so,” he responded, sticking to Italian. “Non capisco.” I don’t know. I don’t understand.

The man reached over and tried to smear some of the greasepaint off Cairo’s face to get a better look at him. That’s when one of the other priests yelled to him. The priest hesitated for a moment and then hurried to join the others who’d gotten onto a boat. He stood at the stern and stared at Cairo as they drove away.

Cairo remained motionless, frozen with fear. Only when they were gone and he knew that he was safe did he allow himself to cry.








6. The Next Day

IN THE NIGHTMARE THE BOMBER was still wearing the plague doctor’s mask as he wiped the greasepaint off Cairo’s face. It was scary enough that he woke up in a cold sweat with no desire to go back to sleep and resume the dream. Instead, he padded into the living room and found Rio with the television on and the volume muted.

“What are you doing?” Cairo asked.

“Watching the news,” Rio said. “They keep playing the explosion over and over again.”

On the screen, video was playing of Rio and the others leaping off the water taxi and swimming away as the boat exploded.

“Wow, that’s the first time I’ve seen it,” Cairo said, amazed. “You did such a great job getting everyone off the boat. I see why they’re calling you a hero.”

“It may look that way,” Rio replied. “But it doesn’t feel like it. It’s like I’m watching a movie. I can see it happen, and I know that it’s me, but it doesn’t seem real.” He looked at Cairo. “Does that make sense?”

“Kind of,” Cairo said. “I’m sure it’s some sort of shock or something.”

“I keep running through it in my head, asking myself questions,” Rio said. “Like, why did I take the picture?”

“What?” Cairo asked.

“I took a picture of the bomb and sent it to everyone to make sure it was what I thought it was,” Rio said. “But why? What else could it have been? How much time did I waste not trusting my own two eyes? That’s hardly heroic.”

“I don’t think we’re always logical in stressful situations,” Cairo said. “I certainly wasn’t when I was face-to-face with one of the bombers. I saw his boots and flinched. I totally messed up and gave myself away.” He thought for a moment. “I’m not so sure I’m cut out to be a spy.”

“I think you are,” Rio responded. “So does Paris.”

“Really?”

“He made sure everyone knew that you were the one who came up with the idea to look for the boots in the first place. And even though you were scared, you only spoke to the bomber in Italian, which, along with your very elegant face paint, helped mask your identity. Instincts like that can’t be taught. I can help you with the rest.”

“How?”

“When we get back to Scotland, I can give you spy lessons,” Rio said. “We’ll work on it in the afternoons when we get home from school.”

“You’d do that for me?”

Rio chuckled. “Of course. Brothers look out for each other.”

“Right,” Cairo replied, touched by the sentiment.

The newscast began showing footage of the group as they arrived at the hospital, and Rio decided he’d seen enough. He turned it off and said, “Come on, let’s start your first lesson. I’m going to teach you how to make breakfast for eight people.”

“What are we making?”

Rio flashed a grin. “Depends on what we find in the kitchen.”

Compared to most safe houses, this one was relatively well stocked with food. There were some eggs and milk that hadn’t reached their expiration dates, and soon the two of them were making pancakes. Cairo was impressed with Rio’s ability to rummage through the pantry and pluck out ingredients without looking at a recipe.

“Where did your whole thing with food begin?”

“With not having any,” Rio answered as he used a whisk to mix up the batter. “You always want what you don’t have, right? Back home I lived on the street, and food was pretty rare. And good food—forget about it.”

“Then how’d you learn how to do this?” Cairo asked.

“There was a huge sidewalk that ran along Copacabana Beach. It was really wide and filled with tourists and vendors selling street food. The smell was incredible.”

“Copacabana? That’s where you did your street magic, right?”

“Yeah,” Rio answered. “I’d do my tricks for the tourists, and when I was done, I’d pass around my top hat, and that’s how I got money to live on. As I got better, the crowds got bigger, and the vendors who were next to me did more business.”

“Kind of like putting a gift shop at the exit of a theme park ride?” Cairo reasoned.

“Exactly,” Rio said. “But I noticed that they were making a lot more money than I was, so I made a deal with one guy. I’d always set up next to his stand, so he was guaranteed to do good business. In return, he’d give me something to eat. He also taught me to cook. Basic street food skills. He showed me how to get a lot out of a little and how just the right spice could make something ordinary taste special.”

“That’s brilliant,” Cairo said.

“He was great,” Rio said. “He and his wife had this tiny apartment. They were barely getting by. But they’d make room for me to stay with them when the weather was bad or if I got sick. I don’t know that I would’ve made it without them.” Rio was momentarily lost in the memory of it all. “That’s a hero. Not someone who tells you to jump off a boat.”

“Do you remember his name?”

“Remember it? I use it every day. Rafael Rocha.”

“Your cover identity?”

“I picked it in his honor,” Rio said wistfully. “He was the closest thing I had to family.”

“Until now,” Cairo said. “Now you have a big family.”

“Which is why we need to make so much batter,” Rio replied.

Soon the kitchen was filled with the aroma of pancakes, and everyone was gathered around the breakfast table.

“Deee-licious!” Sydney said, savoring a bite. “He saves people and he cooks. Rio is quickly becoming my favorite sibling.”

“I can’t put my finger on this taste,” Monty said. “It’s slightly different from the pancakes you normally make.”

“There’s a little bit of lemon and some ricotta mixed in there,” Rio said. “We had to improvise with the ingredients we were able to find.”

Cairo laughed. “I love how you say ‘we,’ like I had anything to do with it.”

“You cracked the eggs.” Rio turned to the others. “I think he did a good job, don’t you?”

“Oh yes. The eggs taste particularly well cracked,” Kat said dryly.

“That might also explain the tiny shell fragments I found,” joked Mother.

“We call those crunchy pancakes,” Rio said.

“What’s the plan for today?” Paris asked.

“Rio and I have to go into police headquarters to answer questions and make official statements,” Monty said.

“Is this with the cop who practically accused him of being the bomber?” Brooklyn asked.

“I think it’s with his boss,” Monty replied. “But that’s why we’re being joined by an attorney from the British consulate.”

“I’m also meeting with a police officer,” Mother said. “Although, oddly, he doesn’t want to get together in the station. He texted me and asked if I would meet him at a café instead.”

“Why?” Kat asked.

“I don’t know,” Mother said. “But I can’t wait to find out.”

“What about the rest of us?” Sydney asked. “What should we do?”

“Well, the mission’s complete, and you’re in one of the most beautiful cities in the world,” Mother said. “If I were you, I’d take this opportunity to be tourists for the morning. Just make sure you’re back and ready to go by noon. That’s when we need to leave for the airport.”


POLICE HEADQUARTERS

An impeccably dressed woman in her midfifties, with flecks of gray in her hair, entered the interview room and sat directly across the table from Rio and Monty. “Good morning,” she said in a manner that was neither friendly nor off-putting. “I am Senior Inspector Rosemary Stimola. Thank you for coming in.”

“Of course,” Monty replied. “Anything to help.”

“We are recording this conversation,” the inspector informed them. “So if you would, please identify yourself for the record.”

“I am Alexandra Montgomery, director of the Foundation for Atmospheric Research and Monitoring,” replied Monty.

“And where is that located?”

“Aisling, Scotland.”

“My name is Rafael Rocha, and I am a student fellow at the foundation,” said Rio.

“And you were backstage during the speeches?” asked the inspector.

“We both were,” answered Monty.

“But only I went on the boat with the others,” Rio said.

“Very good,” said Stimola. She looked toward the man sitting against the back wall. “And you, sir? Are you also with the foundation?”

“No. I’m Everett Whitehead from legal affairs at the British consulate.”

The detective had a surprised look as she turned to Monty. “Are you under the impression that you need an attorney?”

“Based on the manner in which the officer questioned Rafael yesterday, we thought it was prudent,” Monty answered.

“I apologize for that,” Stimola replied. “You’ll notice that officer isn’t with us today.”

“Good,” Monty said. “Rafael acted heroically and does not deserve to be treated like a criminal.”

“Multiple sources have told me exactly that,” said the inspector. “We don’t think you had anything to do with the bomb, Rafael. But we would like to hear your version of what happened. First of all, can you tell me how you ended up on the boat? According to the schedule, it was only supposed to be Beatriz Santos, her chaperone, and the boat’s captain.”

“She invited me to go,” Rio answered. “She asked all of us who were backstage to go with her, in fact. She wanted the leaders at the UN meeting to see that she was speaking for more than just herself.”

“And did you see anything unusual on the walk from the stage to the boat?”

“Just crowds of people.”

“Did you happen to notice that a large globe that had been decorated to look like Earth was in flames?”

This was where Rio had to be careful not to do or say anything suspicious. He knew a lot about the globe, but only because the team had followed it and searched it. “I saw that,” Rio answered. “The first time I noticed it, it was over by the waterfront. Then, at the end of the speeches, it was off to the side, closer to the stage.”

“Does the globe have something to do with the bombing?” Monty asked.

“Yes,” said Stimola. “The attack appears to be the work of a French environmental group known as Eco-Liberté. Do you know them?”

“No,” Monty replied. “We deal with a great many environmental groups, but I’ve never heard of that one.”

“The flaming globe is their logo,” explained the inspector.

Rio gave her a quizzical look. “That doesn’t make sense. If they’re climate-change activists, why would they want to hurt Beatriz?” he asked. “She’s on their side.”

“We don’t think Beatriz was the target.”

“How’s that possible?” Rio asked. “The bomb was on her boat. Like you said, she was the only one who was supposed to be on it.”

“Yes, but she was running behind schedule by nearly twenty-five minutes,” answered the detective. “At the time the bomb detonated, it was already supposed to be at San Giorgio Maggiore. We think the group was using her boat to smuggle the bomb close to the leaders at the conference.”



CAFFÉ SEGRETO

Unlike the interview taking place at police headquarters, there was no official recording being made of Mother’s meeting with the officer from the Venice Control Room. In fact, there was nothing official about it at all. The captain’s uniform the man wore the day before had been replaced by street clothes. And the café wasn’t one of the many bright, airy ones favored by tourists. It was dark and tucked away in one of the city’s more remote neighborhoods.

“Nice place,” Mother said with a smirk as he sat across a small table from the man.

“I like the cappuccino,” replied the man. “And the privacy.”

Mother nodded. “Okay, then. We have caffeine and quiet. Why’d you want to meet?”

“About yesterday,” said the man.

“A memorable day indeed,” Mother said.

“There was so much happening, with the UN meeting and the demonstration—”

“You’re worried about the globe,” Mother said, cutting to the chase. “You think it’s involved with the bomb.”

The man nodded. “We know for a fact that it was. And when the dust settles, they will look to point fingers and assign blame.”

“And you think it will look bad for you, if anyone finds out that I specifically warned you about the globe when I saw that it was being let through security without proper scrutiny?”

“Have you told your superiors?” asked the officer.

“No.” Mother paused for a moment and added, “Not yet.”

The man took a nervous sip of cappuccino. “I’d be greatly in your debt if you did not.”

Mother thought about this for a moment. Officially, their assignment was complete the moment Rio got everyone safely away from the bomb. But there were still unanswered questions, and Mother thought it might be useful at some point to have a high-ranking officer owe him a favor.

“I’ll be quiet about it,” Mother said. “Just don’t forget what you said if I come back asking for a favor.”

“I won’t,” the man said, relieved.

“Good,” Mother said. He didn’t mention the fact that he’d secretly recorded the entire conversation, just in case the man needed help remembering.



RIALTO BRIDGE

Paris, Sydney, Kat, Brooklyn, and Cairo were enjoying a morning of sightseeing as they strolled across the Rialto Bridge, the most famous, and arguably most beautiful, of Venice’s many bridges. Built entirely out of marble, it was an architectural wonder that many predicted would collapse soon after construction. More than four hundred years later, it was still proving them wrong.

“Here’s a fun fact,” Paris said, reading from a guidebook as they walked. “ ‘The Rialto was designed by a man named Ponte.’ ”

“And why’s that fun?” Sydney asked.

“Because ‘ponte’ is the Italian word for ‘bridge,’ ” Cairo said.

“Exactly,” Paris said. “It would be like if Wembley was designed by somebody named Stadium. Or Heathrow by a chap named Airport.”

“Or,” said Kat, “if the Tower of Pisa had been built by a woman named Ilene.”

It took a moment for the others to get the joke, but when they did, they roared with laughter. Kat just smirked and kept walking.

“Is it me? Or does she keep getting funnier?” Paris asked.

“Definitely funnier,” Sydney said.

They stopped when they reached the middle of the bridge and looked down at all the boats traveling up and down the Grand Canal.

“Canals instead of streets and boats instead of cars,” Brooklyn said. “It really is like no place I’ve ever seen.”

“It’s beautiful,” Sydney said.

“Stunning,” added Cairo.

Maybe it was because they were having fun. Or because it was their first time in Venice and everything was new. But the five of them let their guards down. The mission was complete, and they weren’t spies at the moment. They were just a group of young sightseers in a city filled with tourists. Whatever the reason, none of them realized they were being followed by someone who was very much not on holiday.








7. Venice

VENICE WAS ONE OF THE easiest places in the world for covert surveillance. With no cars to dictate the flow of pedestrian traffic, there were tourists everywhere, and the woman following the City Spies had no trouble lying low as she shadowed the team. While they admired the view of the Grand Canal, she studied their reflection in the window of a gelateria where she ordered a scoop of cioccolato fondente—dark chocolate, her favorite. As far as spy work went, this task was proving to be both easy and delicious.

Paris’s phone dinged with the arrival of a text. He relayed the message to the others. “Rio says the police think the bomb was placed by a French environmental group.”

“Why would an environmental group want to hurt Beatriz Santos?” asked Kat. “They love her.”

“Apparently, she wasn’t the target,” Paris said, looking at the text. “They think the group was trying to use her boat to get the bomb past security near the UN conference.”

“So the plague doctors are clever in addition to being spooky?” Brooklyn said.

“The French part makes sense,” Sydney observed. “That’s where Hexomax comes from.”

“It’s funny, though,” Cairo replied. “The bombers didn’t speak French. At least not the ones I heard.”

“Exactly,” Brooklyn said. “I heard them arguing with the police at the security gate. I didn’t recognize the language, but it sounded Eastern European or Middle Eastern.”

“Maybe it was Kazakh or Turkish,” Paris suggested. “That would connect it to the message intercepted by MI6.”

The puzzle-lover in Kat was officially intrigued. “Does Rio know the name of the group?”

“Eco-Liberté,” Paris responded.

“Let’s see what they’re all about,” Sydney said as she looked them up on her phone. “Okay, this doesn’t help at all. Their social media’s entirely in French.”

Paris gave her a look. “If only one of us grew up in France and spoke the language fluently.”

“Oh yeah,” she said, handing him the phone. “Translate it for us.”

Paris scrolled through their feed. “Founded two years ago and based in Marseille, Eco-Liberté claims that they are ‘committed to fighting climate change using education and enlightenment.’ ”

“Hardly sounds like the ranting of extremist bombers,” Kat said. “I wonder why the police suspect them.”

“I bet it has something to do with this,” Brooklyn said, looking at an image on her phone. “Their logo is a burning globe, just like the one we saw yesterday in the piazza.”

“Not very subtle,” Kat joked. “Did they take credit for the bombing?”

“The opposite,” Paris answered. “Their posts from yesterday say that they were horrified by the events that took place in Venice, expressed relief that no one was hurt, and reiterated their belief that the only way that climate change can successfully be addressed is through peaceful cooperation.”

“Definitely not the rantings of extremist bombers,” said Kat.

“Something’s not right.” Sydney took back her phone and opened the photo gallery. “There are two types of bombers. Those who go on social media and tell the world what they’ve done because they’re looking for attention. And those who try to keep their identities a secret.”

“And these are the ones who want to keep it a secret,” responded Cairo.

“If so, they’re doing a lousy job. First they carry the bomb in a giant three-dimensional logo of their organization.” Sydney expanded the image she took inside the globe and held it up for the others. “Then they leave this.”

“It’s the Hexomax wrapper,” Brooklyn said. “What about it?”

“Why didn’t they try to hide it? Or throw it away?” Sydney said. “I was too busy worrying about finding the bomb to pay attention to the fact that they’d left a whole lot of evidence out in the open. Obvious evidence.”

“Maybe someone wants the authorities to think it was a French group, to distract them from who it really was,” Kat said.

“In which case they’ve succeeded,” Paris said. “The globe is the only thing that can lead us to the bombers, and it points directly at Eco-Liberté.”

“What about the masks?” Cairo asked. “If they bought them at a store here in Venice, someone might remember them.”

“That’s a really good idea,” Sydney said. She checked her watch. “We’ve still got two hours before we’re due back at the safe house. Maybe we should do a little shopping.”

A quick search identified nearly twenty mask shops spread throughout four of the city’s sestieri, which was what the Venetians called their different neighborhoods. Paris, Brooklyn, and Kat each took one sestiere, while Sydney and Cairo paired up for the other.

At first, Cairo started to protest having a “babysitter,” but after what had happened on his own the day before, he was actually relieved to have someone with him. He and Sydney headed toward the eastern part of the city to an area called Castello.

The woman followed them.

To get to Castello, they had to walk along the same waterfront promenade where Cairo had encountered the bombers the day before. Sydney noticed him tensing up as they got closer.

“Is this where it happened?” she asked.

“Right over there.” He motioned to a dock lined with four boats.

“Do you recognize the one they got on?”

“No, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t any of these.” He was quiet for a moment before asking, “Do you ever have nightmares?”

“You mean like with monsters? Or when you show up for school in your underwear?”

“Neither,” he replied. “Spy mission nightmares?”

She gave him a half smile and replied, “Not as often as I used to. Every now and then I have one about the time I fell through the ice into a frozen pond.”

“Brrr,” said Cairo. “How’d you get out?”

“I’m a good swimmer, and Paris is a great friend,” she said. “He crawled out to the ice and made the hole bigger so he could help me climb out.”

“Amazing,” Cairo said. “He’s the real deal, isn’t he?”

“I like to tease him, but he most definitely is,” Sydney said. “That day, he didn’t even hesitate. But in my nightmare he’s not there. It’s just me, trapped under the ice, pounding at it with my fists.”

“Mine’s different from reality too,” Cairo said. “In real life, I could see the bomber’s face, but in my dream, he’s still wearing the plague doctor’s mask.”

“Not an image you want to see in your sleep,” Sydney said. “Those were some scary-looking dudes.”

Castello was Venice’s largest sestiere, but luckily the shops they were looking for were located near each other along a series of old wharves that had been converted into a promenade for visitors. At each one, they found plague doctor masks, but none that looked exactly like those worn by the bombers. Some were black instead of white, and others had differently shaped beaks.

“Looks like we struck out,” Cairo said as they exited the last one on their list.

“We still have a little time,” Sydney said, looking at her watch. “I want to go back and check the big souvenir store over by that statue of the guy on the horse. It’s not a mask shop, but they probably carry some.”

Sydney was right. The store had an entire section for masks, although once again none matched what they were looking for. All they could do was hope the others were having more luck.

“Which of these do you like better?” Sydney asked, holding up a pair of snow globes she picked up from a nearby shelf. One featured a gondola going under the Rialto Bridge, and the other was a scene of Piazza San Marco.

“The gondola,” he said. “Why? Looking for a souvenir?”

“Brooklyn collects them,” she said. “I’m going to get it for her so she can remember our explosive trip.”

“I’ll keep poking around while you pay for it,” he offered.

Sydney left him, and he tried on a mask known as a bauta. It had an exaggerated square jaw that jutted out at the bottom and was the most traditional design. As Cairo looked at it in the mirror, the stalker came up behind him, a mask covering the top half of her face as well.

“That was the one favored by Venetian spies during the Middle Ages,” she said. “First they wore them at Carnival, but then they realized they could go anywhere without being recognized.”

Her arrival startled him, but after the initial shock, he checked to make sure Sydney was nowhere near and asked, “What are you doing here, Mom?”

“Same as you,” she said. “Masking my identity.”

“You have to leave now!” he said forcefully. “If she sees you—”

“She’ll see one of several tourists in the store trying on masks. No big deal.” Clementine faced a mirror to see how she looked. Her mask was ivory with gold above the eyes and was ornamented with pearls and crystals. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s risky to meet like this.”

“I meant, what do you think about the mask?” she said.

“I know what you meant.”

“What? Are you afraid that your friends will find out that you’ve been in secret communication with your evil, two-timing, double-agent mother?”

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” he said. “And they’re not my friends. Dad adopted them. They’re my brothers and sisters.”

This surprised Clementine, but only momentarily. “Well, since your father and I are still married, technically speaking, I guess that makes me their mother. Maybe I should introduce myself. This is the one called Sydney, right? The one who likes to blow things up?”

“Seriously, Mom, why are you doing this?”

“Because you and I had an arrangement,” Clementine said. “You were supposed to maintain regular communication and let me know how you were doing and what your little spy team was up to. I haven’t heard from you in over a month. You blew right through Christmas and New Year’s without so much as a hello.”

“I’m sorry, but Dad took the scriptex,” he said, referring to the secret communication device she’d given him to keep in touch. “I haven’t been able to get to it.”

“Then you need to be smarter with this,” she said.

“What?”

“I slipped a burner phone into your coat pocket,” she said. “Use it only to communicate with the number I programmed into the contacts. Just send texts. Unless there’s an emergency. Then you call. But only for an emergency.”

“Fine,” Cairo said. “Here she comes. You have to leave.”

Clementine laughed. “I don’t have to do anything.”

Sydney returned with her purchase. “We’d better go. We’ve got to get to the airport.”

“Excuse me,” Clementine said to Sydney. “I’d love a female perspective. What do you think of this mask? And please, be honest.”

Sydney loved fashion and was always happy to give her opinion. “It’s classic but not clichéd,” she said. “Elegant with a hint of danger. I like it very much.”

“Elegant with a hint of danger,” Clementine responded with delight. “That’s exactly what I was hoping for.” She turned to Cairo and added, “She gets me.”







8. Vauxhall Cross

TO MAKE IT HARDER FOR someone to track their movements, the City Spies split up into two groups and were booked onto separate flights out of Venice Marco Polo Airport. They arrived in different taxis and were seated at opposite ends of the terminal when Rio’s name was called over the public-address system.

“Will British Airways passenger Rafael Rocha please report to gate fifty-six?”

“That’s odd,” Rio said, turning to Monty. “What do they want with me?”

“No idea,” she answered, her curiosity piqued. “But I’ll join you, and we’ll find out together.”

The gate agent wore a British Airways uniform—blue blazer, white blouse, and red-white-and-blue cravat. She had a stern look on her face and watched Rio intently as he approached the desk with Monty.

“I’m Rafael Rocha,” Rio said.

There was no smile or greeting, just a terse “Can I see your boarding pass, please?”

“Of course,” he said, handing it to her. “Is there a problem?”

“Yes,” she replied, checking it against the passenger manifest. “It seems as though your paperwork’s incomplete.”

“In what way?” Monty interjected.

“I’m sorry, who are you?”

“His guardian.”

“Then I’ll need your boarding pass too,” said the agent. “As well as boarding passes for anyone else in your party.”

“I don’t understand,” Monty responded, trying to mask her frustration. “I filled out all the information myself when I booked the flight. How is it incomplete?”

The woman looked at her and said, “You failed to mention that Rafael was a bona fide hero.” She cracked a smile and shot him a wink. “We can’t have him sitting in back, so we’d like to move your group up to first class.”

Rio blushed. “You don’t need to do that.”

“It’s our pleasure,” said the agent. “We recognized your name from the newscast and are proud to have you flying with us. Let this be our way of thanking you for what you did.”

Rio was speechless.

“Thank you,” Monty said as she motioned for Sydney and Brooklyn to join them. “There are four of us in the group, and we’d be delighted to fly home in style.”

The upgrade was a hit with all of them. Rio enjoyed the legroom and the luxury, but his favorite part, not surprisingly, was the food. The cabin crew brought him a steady stream of desserts throughout the flight, although he wasn’t sure if this was part of the hero treatment or just the way things were done in first class. He was enjoying some particularly delicious sticky toffee pudding when the captain came back to greet him.

“So you’re the one the cabin crew’s been talking about,” the pilot said with a broad smile. “I just wanted to come back and say hello. I hope they’re taking good care of you?”

“Yes, sir,” Rio responded. “Very good.”

“Excellent. I saw the video of what you did. Quite brave, that.”

Rio looked almost embarrassed. “If I’m being honest, I think I was more scared than brave.”

“Two sides of the same coin, really. First thing I learned flying with the Arrows.”

Rio’s eyes opened wide. “Wait, you mean the Red Arrows? The RAF aerobatics team?”

“You know them?”

“They’re outstanding,” Rio said. “I saw them at an air show in Aberdeen. I can’t believe how close they get when they’re flying. I was terrified just watching.”

“Like I said, two sides of the same coin,” the captain replied. “If you like planes, I can give you a look around the flight deck of this one once we’re parked at Heathrow. She can’t do loops, but she’s pretty impressive nonetheless.”

“I would love that.”

“Good, then. I better get back to work, but I’ll see you when we land.” The pilot pointed at the pudding on Rio’s tray and added, “Make sure you try the treacle tart. It’s my favorite.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Sydney was sitting next to Rio, and she waited for the man to walk away before she leaned over and whispered, “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it.”

“Why, because I got excited about the Red Arrows?” he asked. “Have you ever seen them? They’re incredible.”

“Not the Red Arrows part,” Sydney said. “The part where you were all humble.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Since the day I met you, you’ve craved the spotlight,” she replied. “And now you’re getting some well-deserved recognition, and you’re suddenly bashful and saying things like ‘It was more fear than bravery.’ If it weren’t for the fact that you’ve just eaten a half dozen desserts, I’d question if it was really you.”

Things were far less luxurious on the other flight, where Cairo was crowded into a middle seat between Paris and Kat. There were no desserts or pilots for him. Just a kid kicking the back of his seat and the acrid smell of nearby toilets. Not that he noticed either. He was lost in thought trying to make sense of his mom’s surprise appearance at the gift shop. He loved her but wasn’t sure how much he could believe her. She lied for a living and was exceptionally good at it.

He had no idea how she knew he was in Venice and wondered if that meant Umbra was involved in the bombing. And he didn’t know what to think of the burner phone she’d slipped into his pocket. He’d hidden it in his backpack to make sure no one saw it in the security line, but now he was wondering why she’d given it to him. Did she really just want to keep in touch with him? Or was she using it to somehow spy on the team? He closed his eyes, hoping to nod off, but instead he pictured two masks. The plague doctor’s was terrifying, but the one his mom wore seemed almost more sinister.

Elegant with a hint of danger indeed.

The flights landed at different London airports, but both groups were picked up by identical black Range Rovers with heavily tinted windows and hulking drivers who’d once been Special Branch commandos. The two vehicles arrived within moments of each other at an underground garage deep beneath one of the most distinctive buildings in the city.

The massive Secret Intelligence Service headquarters overlooked the River Thames, and its architecture seemed equal parts Mayan temple, medieval castle, and nuclear power plant. Commonly called Vauxhall Cross, it was a well-known London landmark, but up until now, the only time the City Spies had gotten a good look at it was while watching James Bond movies.

“I can’t believe we’re at MI6 HQ,” Paris said, wide-eyed, as they got out of the SUV. “I thought we were never supposed to come here.”

“So did I,” Mother replied, trying to piece it all together.

In the past they’d avoided the building to protect their anonymity. It wasn’t as if schools had field trips there, and the fear was that a group of kids walking around the facility could attract unwanted questions. But here they were, being greeted by Tru.

“Perfect timing,” she said, with an appreciative nod to the two drivers. “Welcome to Vauxhall Cross.”

Gertrude Shepherd was an MI6 legend. Nearly six feet tall, she walked with a slight limp, and after a fabled career as a field agent, she’d risen to the rank of deputy director of operations and intelligence. She was Mother’s boss, and from an administrative standpoint, Project City Spies was her baby.

“It’s best to leave your things in the vehicles,” she continued. “They’ll be taking you to your safe house when we’re done.”

“Speaking of,” Mother said as they began to follow her, “why aren’t we doing the debrief there instead of here?”

“Because C insisted on it,” she answered, her tone hinting that she had a different opinion, which had been overruled.

“We’re going to meet with C?” Paris asked, excited.

“You’re not just going to meet with him,” Tru replied. “You’re having dinner with him in his private dining room.”

“Thank goodness,” Rio said, relieved. “I’m starving.”

Sydney gave him an incredulous look. “You just ate half a bakeshop on the plane.”

He shrugged. “Your point?”

They had to pass through a security checkpoint that included more commandos, a full-body scanner, and an elevator that only worked after using facial recognition to identify Tru. Once they’d all gotten on board, she pressed the button for the top floor.

“You’re kidding,” Mother said with a chuckle when he saw that rather than a floor number, this button just had the letter C.

“He’s always been rather cheeky,” Tru replied. “I quite like that about him.”

C was the designation given to the chief of the Secret Intelligence Service, Sir David Denton Douglas. An aristocratic man, he often joked that he was an espionage dinosaur, although he was actually an innovative leader who’d done much to modernize the service. Initially, he’d been skeptical about the potential effectiveness of the City Spies. But over the past few months, he’d become a true believer.

This belief was why they’d been brought to headquarters. C didn’t want to read a report detailing what happened in Venice. He wanted to hear it straight from their mouths.

The elevator opened onto a well-appointed office suite that displayed the chief’s contrasting characteristics. The wood paneling and antique desk had an old-school vibe that seemed to confirm his self-proclaimed dinosaur status, but sleek furnishings and cutting-edge electronics were evidence that he truly was a modern spy.

A receptionist behind the desk looked up at them and said, “You can go ahead into the dining room.” She nodded toward a pair of double doors.

“Thank you, Esme,” Tru replied.

As they walked toward the doors, a giddy Paris turned to Mother. “She’s Moneypenny,” he whispered, referencing the iconic James Bond character. “She’s the real-life Moneypenny.”

After a beat the woman said, “I heard that.”

Paris turned, horrified that he might’ve offended her, but she flashed him a sly smile and said, “Just know that I’m like the new one, who’s a skilled agent. Not the old version whose sole purpose was to flirt with double oh seven.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Paris said with a grin. “Of course.”

Like the reception area, the dining room was a blend of old and new. There was more wood paneling on the wall, but it showcased abstract paintings that looked like they’d come from the Tate Modern, a world-famous art museum just a few miles away. Padded red-leather seats surrounded a long table, and light classical music played over unseen speakers. The most dominant feature of the room, however, was the irresistible aroma of Indian food.

“Oh, that smell,” Rio said, savoring it. “It’s divine.”

A door to an adjoining kitchen swung open, and out stepped C.

“You’re here,” said the chief. “How delightful.”

C was tall with a receding hairline and pronounced forehead. He was stylishly dressed in a bespoke suit from his favorite Savile Row tailor, and in his right hand he held a ladle.

“Are you cooking dinner?” Sydney asked, looking at the ladle.

“Heavens no,” he answered. “We have a strict no-torture policy at MI6. I was just setting up so that we can serve ourselves. Once the food was prepared, I sent the kitchen staff home so we could have total privacy. It’s all back here, buffet-style. So come on, while it’s hot.”

The kitchen counter was lined with enough food for a feast, including tandoori chicken, paneer rolls, vegetable samosas, dosas, tamarind rice, roti, and two types of curry. There was so much that even Rio was overwhelmed.

“Were you expecting more of us?” he asked.

C laughed. “I wanted to make sure there was something for everyone, and I’m afraid I may have gone a bit overboard. Trust me, though, it’s all delicious. So plate up and let’s get back to the table. We have much to discuss.”







9. HUMINT

THE FOOD WAS DELICIOUS, AND despite the formal setting, the meal had the relaxed feel of a Sunday family dinner. This was exactly what C had hoped for. The first time he’d met the City Spies had been two months earlier, when they broke into the British Museum to test its security. That interaction had been brief, but he’d seen enough to be dazzled. Now he wanted to find out more about them.

“Are we talking about Venice?” Paris said as he dipped a piece of naan into curry.

“Later,” C said. “First I’d like to get to know you all a little better. I thought we’d try an exercise I learned in HUMINT training.”

“What’s HUMINT?” Cairo asked.

“Human intelligence,” C answered. “It’s perhaps the single most important element of spycraft. As amazing as technology is, nothing can replace the information gathered by talking face-to-face. A great spy is one skilled at unraveling the mysteries of another person, and the key to that is equilibrium. Balance. There has to be something in it for both parties. You must give as much as you take. Remember that.”

Sydney perked up. “This sounds good. What’s the exercise?”

“I’m going to do something virtually unheard of in the world of espionage,” he said. “I’m going to tell you the truth. Each of you can ask me a single question about anything, and, providing it doesn’t betray national security, I will answer it honestly.”

“How is that balanced?” Brooklyn asked. “We get your answer, but you don’t get anything from us.”

C smiled. “I get something far more informative. I get your questions. What you decide to ask me will give me insight into who you are. It will help me know you better. But remember, you only get one. So make it count.”

They shared some tentative looks around the table as they tried to formulate questions. Rio swallowed a bite of samosa and said, “I’ll go first.”

“Excellent,” C responded. “And by the way, the fact that you stepped up to go first has already told me much about you. Now, what’s your question?”

“Is the rocket story true?”

“What rocket story?” asked C.

“There’s an urban legend that a terror group once shot at this building with a rocket launcher, but that the rocket didn’t do any damage. It just bounced off a window on the seventh floor.”

“Oh, that rocket story,” C said with a mischievous grin. “That one’s been making its way around the internet for quite some time. I don’t believe it’s ever officially been confirmed or denied.”

“Which is why I asked,” Rio replied. “You said that you’d answer truthfully.”

“I did, didn’t I?” C replied. “I’m sorry to tell you, but that story’s not true.”

Rio slumped in disappointment until C added, “It was the eighth floor.”

“Really?”

“It happened in September of 2000, and the window cracked but did not break,” C replied. “Bulletproof windows are nice, but here at MI6, we’ve got rocket-proof ones. Pretty sweet, if you ask me. Next question.”

“I’ve got one,” Brooklyn said. “Who was your best friend in grammar school?”

“Andy Robson,” C answered, puzzled. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious.”

“I am the chief of one of the largest intelligence agencies in the world, and that’s what you’re curious about?”

“You said you wanted to get to know us better, and I thought I’d ask a question that showed you who I really am.”

C’s expression went from confusion to shock as he realized what had just happened. “Oh. My. Goodness. It’s true what they say about you as well.”

“What?” Paris asked. “What’s true?”

A stunned C answered, “That’s the password hint on my personal email account.” He looked to Brooklyn. “How did you know that?”

“I believe this exercise is about us asking you questions, not the other way around. But I definitely recommend changing that password soon. Like, the instant this dinner is over.”

“Gobsmacked!” C said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Absolutely gobsmacked.”

“Told you,” Tru said, chuckling.

“My turn,” Kat offered.

C took a sip of water. “I’m scared to hear what might come next.”

“Don’t worry, this should be an easy one,” Kat assured him. “All I want to know is why you’re a Sunderland supporter.”

He gave her a bemused look. “How’d you even know that I was one?”

“Your kitchen told me.”

“My what?”

“When we were in the kitchen, I noticed all your dishware matches except for two mugs on the top shelf,” Kat explained. “Each has a Sunderland crest, and since this is your private dining room, I assume that makes them your personal mugs, which would indicate that you’re a supporter of the team.”

“I am indeed. That’s very observant. Why do you want to know? Are you a Mackem, too?” he asked, using the term Sunderland fans called themselves.

“I don’t know what a Mackem is, and I am not interested in football,” Kat answered. “I’m just fascinated by patterns, and Sunderland doesn’t fit yours.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’ve read about you. I know you’re a Londoner who was born and raised in the city. There are seventeen football clubs in the metropolitan area, so the presumptive pattern would be for you to support one of those. Or, if you’re the type of person who only roots for a winner, to be a fan of a perennial champion like Manchester United or Liverpool. But you root for a team that’s a four-hour train ride away, no longer plays in the top division, and hasn’t won a championship since 1936. I find anomalies like that fascinating.”

C didn’t know what to make of her. “You don’t like football, but you know exactly how many teams are in London and when Sunderland last won a championship?”

“I tolerate football. I love statistics.”

“I’ve done countless interviews, but no one has ever asked me this question.” He took a deep breath to think through his answer. “When I was nine, my mum took ill rather suddenly and passed away. She was the loving parent. The nurturing one. My father was overwhelmed. He traveled for work and didn’t know how to take care of my brother and me, so he shipped us off to live with my aunt in Sunderland. It was the darkest time of my life, and the only thing that got me through it was watching that team. My brother and I went to every game, and despite themselves, they played great that year. It was completely out of character, and it felt like they were doing it for me. Nine months later my father married my stepmum, and we moved back to London. Nicky went back to rooting for Arsenal, but I just couldn’t do it. I figured, if Sunderland could support me through that very hard time, then I would stick with them through any hard times they might endure. And I have ever since.”

Tru was astonished. “We’ve been friends for over thirty years, and I knew almost none of that.” She turned to Kat and added, “Good question.”

Kat smiled, pleased with herself, and went back to her tandoori chicken.

“I’ve got one,” Sydney said, rubbing her palms together in anticipation. “And remember, you promised you’d tell the truth.”

“Watch out with this one,” Mother warned. “She’s trouble.”

Sydney flashed a Who, me? look before asking, “Has MI6 ever engineered, or attempted to engineer, the overthrow of a foreign government?”

C laughed. “So I see we’ve moved on from favorite football teams.”

This question confirmed what he knew about Sydney from her dossier. She was the rebel who believed in righteous causes and had a strong distrust of authority. This was exactly the type of thing she should want to know. And the fact that she was willing to ask such a sensitive question to the leader of MI6 showed her fearlessness. It made him like her even more.

“I believe such an action would be in direct conflict with our mission. Our duty is to serve crown and country against covert threats that endanger our citizens. To do that effectively, we must always operate under the umbrella of our values, which we cannot relinquish under any circumstance. That’s something our enemies, and quite frankly some allies, forget from time to time. But during my thirty-plus years in the service, MI6 has done nothing of the sort.”

Sydney gave him a skeptical look.

“However,” he continued, “our country’s colonial history is quite checkered. And in the fifties and sixties, MI6 did lose its moral compass and disrupted democratically elected governments in Iran and Congo. Mistakes whose consequences echo to this day. And for those actions, the service should feel responsibility and shame.”

“If that’s the case,” Cairo said, “then how should the service feel about what it did to my family?”

This question was a total gut punch and caught everyone by surprise.

“Cairo,” Mother said sympathetically, “this isn’t the—”

“No,” C cut him off. “Who else should he ask, if not me?”

“My mum and dad were serving crown and country,” Cairo continued. “They went to Paris to fight Umbra because your lot sent them there. And now my family’s broken. Forever.”

Mother and Monty both fought back tears, but Cairo managed to maintain his composure and keep talking. “You lost your mother. You know what that’s like. My mum was a patriot, and you asked her to go undercover with terrible people, and then things went very wrong. Now she’s—what’s the term?—an enemy of the state. I don’t know if she’s a spy, or a double agent, or a triple agent, or a quadruple agent. All I know is that she’s my mum, and she can’t be part of my life anymore. And I never get to see my sister, Annie, who’s hiding somewhere on the opposite side of the world. How does that sit with your values and moral compass?”

“Not well,” C admitted. “I’m gutted by what the service did to your family. And I don’t mean to speak for Tru, but I know she feels the same way. We’ve talked about it on multiple occasions.”

A stone-faced Tru nodded in agreement.

“This is the worst part of what we do. The collateral damage to unintended victims such as you and your sister. I am so sorry this happened to your family. I apologize with all my heart. I know that doesn’t fix anything, but I will always try to make things better. To soften the blow.”

“What if she came back?” Cairo asked. “What if my mum walked through the front door of this building and turned herself in? Wouldn’t you just lock her away in some secret prison?”

Brooklyn was sitting next to Cairo, and she instinctively reached over and held his hand.

“No,” answered C. “It is a very complex situation with no easy answers. But if your mother decided to ‘come in from the cold,’ as we say, I guarantee you that she would be treated with the utmost fairness. She would be afforded every opportunity to explain her actions since that terrible day in Paris.”

The room was silent, and Cairo studied C for a moment before he nodded and said, “Fair enough.” He paused for a second. “Thank you.”

This exercise had taken more turns than C had expected, and he wondered if it had been a mistake. The emotion in the room was no longer conducive for a debrief, and he considered postponing. But then, as so often happened in the field, Paris got things back on track.

First, though, he checked on Cairo. “Mate, if you want to leave, just say the word. Because we can go.”

“No,” Cairo said softly. “I’m fine.”

Paris winked at him, then turned to C. “I still have a question to ask, but it’s about someone at this table. Is that allowed?”

After Cairo’s question, C seemed unsure where this might lead, but he said, “I said anything, so let’s hear it.”

“What’s the absolute best story you know about Tru from her time as a field agent?”

Everyone lit up at this, and C beamed. “I could tell stories about Gertie all night long.”

“Ugh,” Tru moaned. “You know how I hate that name.”

“That’s what you went by when we met,” he joked. “Back when we were fresh out of university and got dropped into the Pipeline.”

“What’s the Pipeline?” Brooklyn asked.

“A test program run by MI6 nearly forty years ago,” he answered. “When we joined the service, the most crucial assignment was Moscow Station. Still is. It’s like the World Cup final of espionage, the best players from around the globe going head-to-head. Logic dictates that you’d want your most experienced agents in that arena, but there’s a problem with that. The longer an operative’s been in the field, the more baggage they carry, and the more likely they are to be compromised. So, MI6 created the Pipeline and took the most promising new agents, accelerated their training, and dropped them right into Russia still wet behind the ears.”

“And you were both in it?” Sydney asked, eating it up.

“There were six of us in that first class, and one third of them are eating curry with you at this moment.” He smiled thinking about it. “Gertie—excuse me, Tru—was the headliner. A real rock star. Not only did she have the skills and the drive, but also the Russians didn’t expect a woman. They were terribly chauvinistic, and she used that against them from the first day. It was a thing of beauty to behold. She developed an incredible asset inside the Kremlin. A Colonel Rostov. What was his code name again?”

“Mayfair,” Tru said.

“That’s right, Mayfair. For nearly a year he passed his secrets along to her. Weapons systems. Counterespionage techniques. Very juicy intel. Then one day we got word from the Americans that Mayfair had been arrested and taken to a KGB safe house for interrogation.”

C was an expert storyteller, and he had everyone’s rapt attention.

“There was no way this was going to end well for him. Mayfair was done for. So MI6 focused on Tru. The fear was that he’d compromised her identity and that she’d be arrested too. This meant she had to be immediately exfiltrated and could never return to Russia. The plan was to drive her out of the country to Finland. And, as fate would have it, I was the one assigned to drive.”

“In retrospect, I’m not sure which was the greater danger,” Tru said, “the KGB or your driving.”

C chuckled but continued. “I rush to the rendezvous, but there’s no sign of her. I wait and I wait and I wait. Two and a half hours go by. I’m panicked, and I’m about to alert my station chief that I think she’s been captured. And then I see her through the windscreen, coming right toward me. She’s got a bloody lip, a bruise under her right eye, and walking next to her is none other than Mayfair.”

The others were astounded. “What happened?” Sydney demanded.

“Suffice it to say that the three KGB agents tasked with interrogating Mayfair spent the night in hospital.”

“None of them had life-threatening injuries,” Tru assured them. “I just did what was necessary to get my asset to safety.”

“That’s how it is with her. Always has been,” C said. “Country first. Then her people. And lastly herself.”

“Okay, wait a second,” Paris interjected. “You said she couldn’t go back to Russia. But she did. Last year she was with us in Moscow for Operation Checkmate.”

“Funny you should mention that,” C replied. “She and I had that same discussion right before Checkmate went operational. I told her—in fact, I believe I ordered her—not to go to Moscow for that very reason. And she informed me that if her kids were going, then she was going too. And if I had a problem with that, she’d just walk out the door for good.”

The term “her kids” put a smile on everyone’s face.

Tru played it all off with the wave of a hand. “You make it sound so dramatic.”

“Legend!” said Sydney. “Absolute legend!”

Tru almost looked as if she were going to blush. Almost.

Dinner was finished shortly after. Once they’d cleared the table, C said, “I think it’s time we moved to the Yellow Submarine.”

“Isn’t that a Beatles song?” Cairo asked.

“It is,” C answered. “But in this instance, it’s also a SCIF, or sensitive compartmented information facility. That’s quite a mouthful, and since it has yellow walls and is sealed tight, so to speak, I call it the Yellow Submarine.”

“And since he’s the chief,” Tru added, “everyone else calls it what he does.”

“What are we doing in there?” Brooklyn asked.

“We’re going to try to figure out what really happened in Venice,” C said, “and more importantly, what we’re going to do next.”







10. Yellow Submarine

AS FAR AS MI6 OPERATIONS went, the mission to Venice wasn’t particularly sensitive. There were no state secrets involved, and chances were slim that any foreign agents were trying to eavesdrop on the debriefing. That meant they didn’t need to go into the Yellow Submarine for security reasons. Mother figured they were just doing it so C could show off. The team had dazzled him, and now he wanted to return the favor.

“Welcome aboard,” the chief said as they entered and sat around a conference table.

The room was claustrophobic, and with walls the color of ripe bananas, it more than lived up to its nickname. In addition to computers, monitors, and other high-tech gizmos, it featured a nod to what Tru had called C’s cheekiness. Sitting on a corner table was a LEGO model of the yellow submarine from the animated kids’ movie based on the song.

“Did you put that together?” Brooklyn asked.

“Of course I did,” C answered proudly. “It was the only way I could guarantee that no listening devices were hidden inside it.” He paused for a beat. “Now tell me what happened in Venice.”

“I’ll start,” Cairo volunteered. “But before I do, I have to ask you a delicate question.”

“Okay,” C said warily. “What is it?”

Cairo leaned across the table toward him and asked, “Do you know what a wedgie is?”

C laughed heartily. “Yes, I’m familiar with that particular discomfort.”

“Good,” Cairo said. “ ’Cause this all starts with a massive wedgie.”

Over the next thirty minutes the team recapped the basics of what had transpired the previous day. Cairo talked about the bumblebee costumes and vuvuzelas. Brooklyn described the plague doctors and their difficulty getting the globe through security. And Paris detailed following them to the church where they changed into priest disguises.

The chief was careful not to interrupt with any of his own thoughts or opinions, speaking only when he needed more explanation or detail.

“How do you think the third plague doctor got out of the globe without anyone noticing him?” he asked Sydney.

“It’s just like a magic trick,” she answered. “Rio, explain that thing you told me about line of sight.”

Rio smiled, happy to share his extensive knowledge of magic. “With any box trick like sawing a person in half or making someone disappear, you actually want the audience to focus on the box,” he explained. “That’s the most important part of the trick, because if they watch it closely, they convince themselves that the person inside didn’t sneak out. What the audience doesn’t realize is that you’re training them to only see it from a specific angle that hides what’s really going on. That’s line of sight, and it’s everything for stage magic.”

“I think that’s why the plague doctors took the big loop around the edge of the piazza,” Sydney said. “They got the protesters and police to focus on the side of the globe that didn’t have the escape hatch. Then once everyone had seen it and was interested, they parked it on the waterfront and were swarmed by people wanting to pose for pictures. It was so crowded that the people formed a wall thick enough so that the third guy could slip out the other side right next to Beatriz’s boat.”

“Classic misdirection,” Rio said. “If they’d tried to sneak around, people would’ve spotted them and paid attention. But by being obvious, they didn’t seem suspicious at all, and that let them blend into the background.”

“Tell me about what happened backstage,” C asked Rio. “How did you end up on the water taxi with Beatriz?”

“My assignment was to keep a close eye on her and make sure she was safe,” Rio said. “When we first met, I talked to her in Portuguese because I thought it would relax her.”

“Clever,” Mother chimed in.

“It worked. We talked about Brazil and hit it off instantly. I stayed close to her throughout the rally, and at one point she invited me and the other activists to join her on the boat.”

“Very well done,” C replied. “That’s the human intelligence I was talking about. Getting to know someone. Letting them feel comfortable with you. It’s invaluable.”

“I think you’ll find that Rio’s a natural when it comes to HUMINT,” Monty commented.

“Did you get any indication Beatriz was concerned about a possible attack?” C asked.

“No,” answered Rio. “I think she was a little nervous about talking in front of the famous politicians. I mean, who wouldn’t be? But the thing that worried her most was giving them a reason to ignore her.”

“In what way?” asked Tru.

“She mentioned it during her speech, when that little girl rushed the stage to give her a crown,” Rio explained. “She was worried that if she made a blunder or the crowd misbehaved, it would give her opponents an easy excuse to disregard her message. She said things needed to be perfect so that the presidents and prime ministers would have to take her seriously.”

“She was right about that,” Monty said. “Not only was her speech canceled, but also the Swarm and the other environmental groups are getting attacked in the media. Their opponents are using the bombing to paint them as extremists. It’s hurting their popularity, which weakens them.”

“That’s not fair,” Sydney said, frustrated. “Beatriz is leading the fight for essential environmental protections that have nothing to do with that explosive. Why would people hold that against her?”

“It’s like you asked me earlier,” C replied. “Just as it’s wrong for MI6 to try to topple a government it doesn’t like by overthrowing a leader, it’s wrong for environmentalists to do the same by smuggling a bomb into the UN conference. It’s guilt by association.”

“Except I don’t think an environmental group set the bomb,” Sydney countered. “And I don’t think the conference was the target.”

“Neither do I,” said Paris.

“None of us do,” Brooklyn added.

“I appreciate your confidence,” C replied. “But I’ll warn you about something I’ve learned many times in this business. Just because you don’t want something to be true doesn’t mean that it isn’t. Last night Italian police arrested three leaders from Eco-Liberté at their hotel in Venice. They feel like they have a very strong case against them.”

“That’s because they don’t know everything we do,” Sydney said.

“Such as?” asked C.

“The plague doctors didn’t speak French,” Brooklyn said. “Not when they were dealing with security or when they confronted Cairo.”

“True,” C admitted. “But Cairo didn’t speak his native tongue during that confrontation either. Maybe the bomber was doing the same thing, deliberately speaking a foreign language to mask his identity.”

“Okay,” Sydney replied. “But their whole theory is based on the belief that the bomb was supposed to go off at the conference. They think that it only went off in the canal because Beatriz was running late.”

“They’re right about that,” Monty countered. “Beatriz was twenty-five minutes behind schedule. Her chaperone, Dr. Ferreira, was upset with her because he was worried that they’d be late for the UN address.”

“But it doesn’t matter if she was running late because the bomb worked off a timer and not a clock,” Sydney said. “I’m sure the mechanism was destroyed in the blast, but we’ve got a picture that shows that.”

Sydney took out her phone and pulled up the picture Rio took of the bomb.

“How’s a clock different from a timer?” Rio asked.

“A bomb with a clock is programmed to go off at a specific time, say, two o’clock,” Sydney explained. “That would fit with their theory because they were scheduled to arrive at a specific time. But a timer is set to go off a certain amount of time after it’s been activated, like thirty minutes from now or in an hour.”

“But isn’t that just two different ways of reaching the same outcome?” Cairo offered. “They set the timer for an hour thinking that the boat would be at the other island by then.”

Sydney grinned. “Except this timer has a trigger.” She motioned for them all to look at the image of the bomb. “Notice that it’s hooked up to a cell phone. They’re all part of an electrical circuit, which means the timer doesn’t begin to run until the circuit’s completed. That only happens when someone calls the phone.”

C was intrigued by this line of thinking, but he wasn’t completely sold. “But how do you know when the call was placed?”

“We saw it,” Brooklyn said, excited. “Look.”

On her phone she pulled up the video she had shot of the plague doctors in front of the burning globe. “Watch this, and you’ll see the man in the middle get a call. Then when it’s over, he presses another button, and they leave the piazza.”

“Look at that,” Paris said eagerly. “He doesn’t talk to anyone or reach voice mail. He just presses it and puts the phone back in his pocket. He’s not calling someone; he’s just dialing the phone on the bomb.”

“That’s right,” continued Sydney. “And he did it at the end of Beatriz’s speech, when they already knew she was running late. The timer was set to give her just enough time to finish and get onto the boat, which also gave them enough time to leave the scene of the crime and change disguises.”

“If that’s the case, then the target wasn’t the politicians,” Mother said. “It was Beatriz.”

Rio held up a finger. “Actually, there’s another potential target.”

“Who?” asked Tru.

“Not who. What. The boat could’ve been the target,” he suggested.

“I’m afraid you’ve lost me,” C said.

“That boat was a prototype that uses solar power,” Rio answered. “It was designed by Benedetta and her father. They’re trying to get the city to require all boats in Venice to use one in order to cut down on fossil fuel usage and pollution in the canals. They were supposed to demonstrate it this week.”

“And now they can’t,” Cairo said.

“Benedetta said that they’d gotten a lot of resistance to their idea,” Rio added. “Maybe this was someone’s way of stopping them, or at least slowing them down.”

“In which case, they used the rally and the UN conference as a misdirection?” Mother theorized.

Rio nodded. “Possibly.”

Sydney spoke up again. “Either way, if the target was Beatriz or if it was the motor, it doesn’t make sense that Eco-Liberté would set the bomb. They support her and it. They’re not involved.”

“But the evidence indicates that they were,” C said.

“What evidence do they have?” Monty asked.

“The globe logo and the French plastic explosives wrappers for starters,” he said. “They’re circumstantial on their own but seem to be confirmed by the oxygen bottle.”

“What oxygen bottle?” Cairo asked.

“There was one inside the globe to help the person who was hiding,” Sydney said. She opened the picture she took of the interior of the globe. “You can see it here.”

“You can also see it here,” C said. He pressed a button, and a picture appeared on the wall monitor. It was a photo of a group of mountain climbers holding an Eco-Liberté banner. They were standing in an encampment littered with the debris of past expeditions. In the center of the group was a man holding an identical oxygen bottle. “You can see it in the left hand of Thibault Lemonier, the founder of Eco-Liberté.”

“Where’d this picture come from?” Monty asked.

“Italian police found it on social media,” C answered. “It was taken on Mount Everest last May. Eco-Liberté wanted to bring attention to the waste left behind by tourists on climbing expeditions. The three in the middle were the ones arrested last night.”

Sydney was deflated but still not ready to concede. “Talk about circumstantial. Just because he once used the same type of oxygen doesn’t mean he’s guilty.”

“They also found his fingerprints on the bottle,” C said. “They’re testing for DNA on the mouthpiece, and if it checks out, the evidence will be overwhelming.”

“Wow,” Paris said. “That’s a lot.”

“Too much,” Tru said. “I’m with Sydney. I think they’re innocent.”

C gave her an incredulous look. “Because there’s too much evidence?”

“I love the Italians,” she replied. “Amazing food. Solid dancers. Often excellent at football. They’ve got good police too, but not this good. They arrested the lads last night and already have enough to convict. I don’t buy it. The final straw is the social media post. The perpetrators just happened to post a picture of themselves holding the key piece of evidence. I think it’s like one of Rio’s magic tricks, misdirection and line of sight.”

“I’m with Tru,” Monty said. “Are they criminal masterminds who smuggle a person past security and onto Beatriz’s boat? Or the gang who leaves a trail of easy-to-identify evidence? For people opposed to litter, they sure do leave a lot of it lying around.”

“What about you, Cairo?” Mother asked. “You saw them. Do you recognize these three from yesterday?”

Cairo walked over to the monitor so that he could study their faces. “No. They weren’t there.”

“Are you sure?” C asked. “None of them?”

“I’m positive.” He moved his attention to someone at the edge of the picture, behind the main group. Just the sight of him made Cairo quiver. He pointed at the man and added, “But he was.”

The image of the face was fuzzy, but Cairo had no doubt that it was the man he’d confronted.

“So Eco-Liberté is guilty,” Rio said. “He’s in the group photo.”

“But these guys weren’t there,” Cairo replied, pointing at the three who’d been arrested. I saw all the bombers’ faces, and none of these are the same.”

C was skeptical. “His fingerprints were on the bottle.”

“It’s like you said about human intelligence,” Cairo replied. “There’s nothing like what you learn face-to-face.”

“Yes,” C said carefully. “But eyewitness accounts are notoriously unreliable. Our memories can play tricks on us. I’m not saying—”

“I get it,” Cairo said. “I know I haven’t had spy training yet, and I know eyewitnesses make mistakes all the time. But let me remind you of something. I spent six years hiding around the globe and constantly scanning faces to make sure no one was onto my mother, my sister, or me. I’m good with them like Rio is with magic and Brooklyn is with computers. He was there. They weren’t.”

He said it with a confidence that was convincing.

“Even so, it’s an impossible situation,” C replied. “We can’t show the Italians the photographs of the bomb or the plague doctors without exposing your position within MI6. And even if we could, we wouldn’t be able to convince them to trust your testimonies about cell phone triggers and bombers dressed as priests. I didn’t believe the stories Tru was telling me about you all until she made me watch you firsthand at the British Museum. We’re not going to be able to convince the Italians to find the man in that picture.”

Brooklyn looked at C and said, “I guess that means we’ll have to do it.”







11. Burns Night


Two weeks later

THE FARM OCCUPIED A SPRAWLING three-story manor house that for nearly five hundred years was home to twenty-three different barons of Aisling. At various points during Scotland’s assorted civil wars and rebellions, it withstood multiple sieges, was twice set on fire, and once served as a hideout for Jacobite insurrectionists. Now, however, the only raids it witnessed involved leftovers in the refrigerator. Much less violent, but still hotly contested.

“The pizza is mine!” Brooklyn called out triumphantly as she lunged into the kitchen just ahead of Rio, Kat, and Cairo.

“I call the chicken!” Rio blurted out.

“Lo mein,” said Kat.

“Wait a second,” Cairo pleaded. “I thought you said we couldn’t call anything until the door was open.”

“Oh, you must’ve misunderstood,” Brooklyn said. “I meant the door to the kitchen, not the refrigerator. House rules say that you can call leftovers the instant your foot touches the tile floor.”

“It used to be the refrigerator door,” Rio added. “But after we broke the handle off it twice, Monty made us change the rules.”

“You didn’t tell me any of that,” Cairo protested. “That’s not fair.”

Brooklyn gave him an older-sister smirk and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I hate to be the one to break it to you, but life isn’t always fair.”

Cairo sighed. “What’s left after pizza, chicken, and lo mein?”

“I think there’re some brussels sprouts,” Brooklyn said. “Those are good for you.”

“Or you could always have this,” Mother mumbled with his mouth half-full. It was only then that they turned and saw him on the other side of the kitchen, leaning over the sink eating pizza. He held up a second slice for Cairo. “I took both pieces.”

“Wait, that’s mine!” Brooklyn moaned.

“Not according to the rules you just stated,” Mother replied. “My foot touched the kitchen floor about three minutes before yours.” He took a bite and added, “What was it you said about life being fair?”

Cairo gleefully took the second slice and told Brooklyn, “Try the brussels sprouts. I hear they’re healthy.”

Rio and Kat quickly grabbed their food, leaving Brooklyn to dig around in desperation. “It’s been the same story all day long,” she said as she opened a container with some mystery meat. “Whenever I think something’s going my way, the bottom falls out beneath me.” She took a cautious sniff and turned up her nose before putting the container back.

“That sounds dramatic,” Mother said. “Let me guess. The facial recognition software has had no luck identifying our mystery man.”

“She’s abandoned facial recognition altogether,” Kat said as she started picking at the lo mein with a pair of chopsticks.

“I haven’t abandoned it,” Brooklyn countered. “It’s just that the image is too fuzzy to make a firm ID, so I’ve decided to approach the problem from another direction.”

“And what direction is that?” Mother asked.

“Phone numbers,” responded Brooklyn, who’d now given up on leftovers and was getting cereal instead. “I’ve hacked the data from the Venice Control Room. The police track the numbers of every cell phone in the city. So I’ve been trying to narrow them down to see if I can figure out which ones belong to the bombers.”

“How are you doing that? There were thousands of people at the rally.”

“I’m isolating them by geography based on the path Cairo and Paris took when they followed the plague doctors by looking for any numbers that moved in the same direction around the same time.”

“That’s brilliant,” Mother said.

“Except the mapping’s based on cell tower pings, so it’s good but not precise,” she explained. “So far I’ve only been able to narrow it down to about two hundred potential numbers. I need to identify some new parameters so I can shrink the search field.”

“It’s still genius,” Mother said. “Keep at it.”

Monty entered the room and flashed a disapproving look when she saw them all eating.

“Hold on now,” she said. “What’s this all about?”

“We’re just getting some food before dinner,” Kat answered with a swallow.

“Food before dinner?” Monty replied. “You do realize the contradiction in that?”

Brooklyn looked up from her cereal. “You do realize what they’re serving tonight?”

“Ah, so that’s it,” Monty said. “This is about the haggis?”

Although it was Saturday, they were all headed to Kinloch Abbey for the school’s annual Burns Night supper. Every year on January twenty-fifth, people throughout Scotland honored the poet Robert Burns with a celebration that included a traditional Scottish meal. It was customary for the main course to be haggis.

“You mean a sheep’s heart, liver, and lungs mixed with onion and oatmeal and then cooked in its stomach?” said Brooklyn. “Yes, this is about the haggis.”

“I know it sounds bad, but it’s delicious,” Monty countered. “Besides, they usually don’t do the stomach thing anymore.”

“Well, my stomach doesn’t do the heart-lungs-and-liver thing,” Brooklyn replied. “So I’ll just have cereal now and try to make it through supper without actually eating anything.”

“It’s a fair point,” Mother said. “The Scots have many magnificent accomplishments, but when it comes to food, I’m afraid your people are a bit lacking.”

“Says the Englishman,” Monty scoffed. “Would you rather we just put some beans on toast and call it a night?”

“Just so you know,” Kat said, turning to Cairo, “Monty can be a bit defensive when it comes to her Scottishness. She’s very proud of her heritage.”

“You bet I am.” Monty raised a triumphant fist and declared, “Alba gu bràth!”

“What’s that mean?” Cairo asked.

“Scotland forever,” Brooklyn, Kat, and Rio answered unenthusiastically. They’d had this lesson many times before.

“Don’t ask her to tell you its history,” Brooklyn warned. “We don’t have the time.”

“I’ll save the lesson for later, Rabbie.” She shot Cairo a wink and said, “That’s Scots for Robert, by the by.” She turned to the others and said, “But in all seriousness, this is a big night, and you know how much it means to Paris.”

“We absolutely do,” Brooklyn responded. “And we’re going to be on our best behavior. He’s the star, and we are going to cheer him on every step of the way. We’re just not going to eat any sheep guts while we do.”

At the end of the previous school year, Paris had been awarded the Burns Medal as Kinloch Abbey’s top writing student. As the current holder of the honor, it was his job to host the dinner and recite one of Burns’s poems. He’d taken the responsibility seriously and had been anxiously preparing for it ever since they’d returned from Venice.

“Speaking of Paris, where is the man of the hour?” Mother asked.

“Upstairs with his fashion consultant,” Monty said.

“Seriously?” Rio said, shaking his head. “First they had to go to the tailor. Then there was a fitting. And now this. It’s just an outfit.”

“You joke, but when it comes to Sydney, there’s no such thing as ‘just an outfit.’ The girl knows style,” Monty replied. “I bet you ask her for help on your big night.”

“What big night?” Rio said.

“That’s why I came looking for you,” she answered. “I just got off the phone with someone from the Brazilian Ministry of Science. They want to recognize you for your heroism saving the lives of Beatriz Santos and the other people on the boat. She told them that you were from Rio de Janeiro, and they are rightfully proud of their native son.”

“Really?” said Rio, intrigued. “What do they want to do?”

“They’re still figuring that out,” Monty said. “But probably something like a dinner at the Brazilian embassy in London.”

“Now, that’s a meal I will gladly eat,” Brooklyn said. “Way to go, Rio!”

She gave him a high five, and the others offered congratulations, except for Mother, who shot Monty a concerned look.

“I know,” she said. “They just called out of the blue. I tried to be noncommittal.”

“What’s the problem?” Cairo asked.

“Rio’s from Brazil,” Mother said. “But Rafael Rocha is a fictional identity created by MI6. If they start digging around to find out more about him, it might lead to some questions we don’t want anyone asking.”

Rio sagged. “Does that mean I have to say no?”

“Not necessarily,” Mother replied. “Declining the honor might attract even more attention than accepting it would. I’ll touch base with Tru, and we’ll figure out how best to proceed.”

“But that doesn’t diminish the fact that you are indeed a hero,” Monty said. “And we are all so very proud of you.”

Sydney popped her head into the kitchen and said, “Can I get everyone out here? Our guest of honor is ready to make his entrance.”

“I can hardly wait,” Monty said, bubbling with anticipation.

“You’re going to love it,” Sydney said confidently.

They all gathered in the entryway near the base of the grand staircase that led to the second floor and their bedrooms.

“We’re ready!” Sydney announced to Paris, drawing out the words in a singsong.

“This is ridiculous,” Paris called back, doing the same. “Why do I have to make an entrance?”

“Because fashion is a statement, and this outfit makes an important one,” she said. “Besides, you’re going to make a big entrance tonight, so it’s better if you can practice now and get the nervousness out of your system.”

They all looked up as Paris came down the stairs in traditional Scottish formal wear. He wore a tartan kilt with a dress shirt, bow tie, and what was known as a Prince Charlie jacket that had tapered front panels and decorative buttons. A fur pouch, called a sporran, hung from a chain around his waist, and he sported knee-high garter socks and ghillie brogues, shoes without a tongue that lace up around the ankles.

“See what I mean?” Sydney said proudly. “Statement!”

“Really?” Paris said, stopping at the halfway point. “I’m not sure I can pull it off.”

“It’s perfect!” Brooklyn assured him.

“I barely recognize you, mate,” Rio said. “And I mean that as a compliment.”

“Nice job, coach,” Mother whispered to a grinning Sydney.

“How do you like the kilt?” Cairo asked. “Is it comfortable?”

Paris laughed and said, “It’s a lot roomier than those bumblebee costumes.”

While the others commented, Monty stood silent, overcome with emotion.

“What is it?” Kat asked her.

“The tartan,” she replied.

The kilt, socks, and bow tie all had a matching pattern, or tartan, that was purple with intersecting pairs of red and green lines. Each tartan represented a different clan in Scottish history.

“It’s the Montgomery clan,” she continued. “The kilt looks just like my father’s.”

“I thought we should keep it all in the family,” Paris said. “I was also hoping you’d be my guest at the head table for supper.”

Monty was so moved, she couldn’t speak. Her eyes were beginning to well up, so she nodded instead.

“I think that’s a yes,” Mother said.

“Bhiodh e na urram mòr!” Monty said as she laughed and wiped away the tears. “It would be my honor.”

The celebration was held in Kinloch Abbey’s Great Hall, which had stone walls, long wooden tables, and ring chandeliers that hung from a vaulted ceiling. Paris and Monty were seated with some of the faculty and staff at the head table, while the rest of the team was with Mother among the student body, as well as those parents who lived close enough to attend.

The school’s headmaster, Dr. Christopher Graham, stood up and started things off. Like Paris, he wore a kilt and Prince Charlie jacket. “I’d like to welcome you all to Rabbie Burns Nicht. It’s a celebration of great importance to our cultural heritage and one of my favorite events of the school year. I know our students come from around the world, but on this night, I’d like to think that you’re all at least a little Scottish and have a touch of the tartan about you.”

The students applauded, and a delighted Dr. Graham paused for a moment.

“Now, it’s a pleasure to present your Burns medalist and the host for the evening,” he continued as he motioned to Paris and introduced him by the cover name he used at school, Lucas Doinel.

There was applause, especially from the rest of the City Spies, and Paris stood in front of the table to address the crowd.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’m honored to serve as host tonight. Before we bring out the supper, I want to let you know that we have a veggie alternative for those who don’t eat meat.” He shot a look over toward Brooklyn and added, “Or those who won’t eat this meat.” There was laughter among the students. “But I was just back in the kitchen before we came in, and it all smells delicious. Now, if you’ll please stand for the piping of the haggis.”

Everyone stood, and bagpipe music began to fill the room. A piper in full regalia played the “Rabbie Burns Medley” as he entered through the rear of the hall and marched down the center aisle. He was followed by the school’s chef carrying a silver platter with the haggis, which had the skin of a sausage and was the size of a melon.

In keeping with the ritual, the chef placed it on the head table, and Paris began reciting Burns’s poem “Address to a Haggis.” It was difficult because the entire poem was in the Scots dialect, and Paris had to perform it from memory.


“Fair fa’ your honest, sonsie face,

Great Chieftain o’ the Puddin-race!

Aboon them a’ ye tak your place,

Painch, tripe, or thairm:

Weel are ye wordy of a grace

As lang’s my arm.”



Paris wouldn’t have been satisfied to simply recite the poem. He wanted to bring it to life. He’d stayed after school a half dozen times to work with Kinloch’s drama instructor, Ms. Matheison, who coached him on his performance. They’d even practiced in the Great Hall so he could get used to filling the huge space with his voice. The key moment came when he recited one specific part:


“His knife see Rustic-labour dight,

An’ cut ye up wi’ ready slight…”



When he said the word “knife,” he dramatically pulled out a dagger and held it in the air, its blade glistening in the light. Then, on the next line, he plunged it into the haggis and sliced it open in a single move. It was a spellbinding performance, and Monty was giddy with delight as she watched from the head table.

The recitation took just over two minutes, and when he was done, the students burst into applause. There wasn’t enough meat in the ceremonial haggis to feed everyone, so caterers entered with trays of food and walked around from table to table.

Despite the team’s concerns, the food was surprisingly tasty, although most of them opted for the veggie version. After supper, everyone caught up with Paris to congratulate him.

“That was amazing!” Mother said, greeting him with a hug.

“It was so good, I can’t even make a joke about it,” Rio said.

Paris beamed, happy for the celebration and satisfied that it had gone well.

“It was perfect,” Brooklyn said. “You know how much I hate Robert Burns. I almost failed English because of him. But I still loved it. How’d you pull that off?”

“Lots and lots of practice.” Paris let out a relieved breath. “I wanted it to be perfect. And I realized the only way I could do that was to go over it again and again until I had it down. Ms. Matheison insisted I rehearse it in the Great Hall so I could get used to the acoustics. She said that there was no substitute for doing it in the actual place, and she was right. It made all the difference.”

A light went off for Brooklyn. “That’s it!”

“What’s it?” Paris asked.

“You can’t pull off something this well without lots of practice,” she repeated.

He gave her a confused look. “Didn’t I just say that?”

“And if it’s true about a Burns supper,” she said, “then I bet it’s true about the bombers. They probably practiced too.”

“I’m so confused,” Cairo said.

“You just narrowed my search,” she said gleefully. “If the bombers rehearsed in the piazza before the rally, then I know how to find them.”








12. Hawks and Sparrows

IN 1953, MI6 SECRETLY TOOK control of Aisling Hall and converted it into the Foundation for Atmospheric Research and Monitoring. That’s when the FARM became a covert spy base, but it was hardly the beginning of espionage on the estate. Like many castles and manors across Scotland, it had a host of clandestine design elements. There was a concealed staircase behind the wall in Monty’s bedroom. A trapdoor in the study led to a passageway that let the baron of Aisling escape the premises without being seen. And the massive stone fireplace featured a laird’s lug, a small ventilation hole that made it possible for someone on the second floor to eavesdrop on conversations taking place on the first. Most importantly, there was a priest hole hidden in the basement.

This secret room was built in the sixteenth century as a safe haven for priests during a time of religious persecution. Since then, it had been used to hide everything from traitors to treasure until MI6 converted it into a high-tech command center. Now it was part lab and part lair, with a virtual-reality simulator, level-one encryption devices, a large-format 3D printer, and a Cray XC40 supercomputer named Beny.

“Está la hora de levantarse,” Brooklyn said, addressing the computer in Spanish as she entered the room. “Time to get up, Beny. I hope you slept well, because we are working hard today.”

Brooklyn had awakened early and skipped breakfast because she was eager to test her new search theory. If the bombers visited the piazza in the weeks leading up to the attack, then she might be able to find their phone numbers in the data collected by the Venice Control Room. She sat down at the keyboard and had just started typing when Kat entered the room.

“G’morning,” Kat said drowsily.

“What are you doing up this early?” Brooklyn asked.

“I need to make some phone calls.”

Brooklyn gave her a look. “Who could you possibly call at six forty-five on a Sunday morning?”

“Nepal,” Kat replied, stifling a yawn. “It’s almost lunchtime there.”

There were nine people in the photograph of Eco-Liberté in the Himalayas. While everyone else focused on the blurry face of the man Cairo identified as one of the bombers, Kat turned her attention to someone else: the Nepali mountain guide stoically posing at the edge of the group. She figured that if she could track him down, he might be able to help identify the bomber. Normally, guides were tight-lipped about the climbers on their expeditions, but Kat had a secret weapon working in her favor. Her home village was in the Khumbu region of Nepal, and she spoke the same Sherpa dialect that people in that area did.

She felt confident she could get people to talk as long as she could remember how to do it herself. It had been a while since she’d last had a conversation in Nepali, but when the tour operator answered the phone, the words flowed naturally. “Namasté, mērō Amitā hō.”

Brooklyn and Kat weren’t the only early risers. Despite a late night at the Burns supper, everyone else was up by seven thirty and on the road by eight. They all piled into the FARM’s large passenger van, which, due to its color and size, was called the Blue Whale. The team was heading into Edinburgh to play Hawks and Sparrows, a simulation game that was part of Cairo’s spy training as well as good practice for the others.

“What exactly are we going to do?” Cairo asked, excited and a little anxious.

“Today is all about surveillance and countersurveillance,” Mother said. “You need to learn how to follow someone without being seen and how to tell if someone’s following you. So the four of you will split into teams and take turns being hawks and sparrows.”

“Hawks try to capture sparrows,” Sydney explained. “And sparrows try to elude hawks.”

“I want to be a team with Cairo,” Rio said.

“You do?” Cairo asked, pleasantly surprised.

“Absolutely,” Rio answered. “Let’s show these old heads how it’s done.”

Paris laughed. “You’ll quickly learn that Rio’s best trash-talking takes place in the van. He gets much quieter once we’re out in the field and he starts losing.” Paris and Sydney traded a no-look fist bump as they nodded confidently.

“How do you win or lose?” Cairo asked.

“Monty and I will be the handlers,” Mother replied. “We’ll give you an assignment, and whoever completes it wins that round.”

“The first team to win three rounds gets to pick where we eat,” Sydney said. “Just a heads-up, I’m craving ramen today.”

“Ooh, that does sound delicious,” Paris said.

“That’s too bad,” Cairo replied, trying to project some swagger. “Because Rio told me about this place with delicious meat pies, and that’s what we’re picking when we win.”

“You bet we are,” Rio said as he gave Cairo a high five.

“He’s never even played, and he’s already talking a big game,” Paris said. “You two are perfect for each other.”

“Round one starts at Waverley station,” Monty said. “Rio, Cairo, you’re the hawks. Paris and Sydney are the sparrows.”

“What’s the scenario?” Sydney asked.

“You and Paris have just gotten off a train at platform fifteen and are heading for a rendezvous,” Mother answered. “Monty will give you a destination, and you’ve got thirty minutes to get there and lose the other two along the way.”

Paris smirked and asked Sydney, “Thirty minutes? What are we going to do with all the extra time?”

“I don’t know,” Sydney replied. “Grab a meal? Read a book? The options are endless.”

“My goodness, you’re a cocky lot,” Monty commented. “I think we may need to add some humility lessons.”

“I agree,” Mother responded. “And sooner rather than later.”

After they parked, Monty conferred with Sydney and Paris to go over mission specifics. “You start at the station and rendezvous with Mother and me in the lobby of the Balmoral Hotel. The meet’s in thirty minutes. Don’t be more than two minutes early or two minutes late.”

“Got it,” both said confidently.

“Remember, this is important training,” Monty added. “Do not take it easy on them.”

Sydney smirked. “We wouldn’t think of it.”

Waverley was one of the largest railway stations in the UK, with a glass roof that spanned more than eight acres. Nearly two hundred years old, it was tucked into a slender valley that formed the border between old and new Edinburgh. The Balmoral was less than three minutes away, which meant they had twenty-seven minutes to lose the other two and double back.

“How do you want to play this?” Paris asked Sydney as they got into position.

“What do you think? Lead them into Old Town and lose them there? Or divide and conquer?”

Paris considered this for a moment. “Why not both?”

Sydney flashed a grin. “Monty did say that we shouldn’t take it easy on them.”

The comms channels were set up so that teammates could speak to each other privately, but also so that everyone could communicate with Monty and Mother.

Mother checked his watch and counted them down. “You are on the clock and set to go in three… two… one.”

Cairo felt a charge of excitement. Unlike when he and Paris followed the bombers, this had the thrill of spycraft without the danger of actual villains. He was positioned inside a bookstore, partially obscured behind a display of new arrivals.

“I see them walking toward me,” he said to Rio. “What do you want me to do?”

“Let them pass and wait about twenty seconds before you start to follow them,” Rio replied from his vantage point near one of the exit ramps. “And don’t hide too well. I want them to see you.”

“Why?”

“It’ll make them overconfident and more likely to make a mistake,” Rio responded.

This comment brought smiles to Mother and Monty, who were watching things unfold from a terrace on the floor above.

“Do you see them?” Paris asked Sydney as they walked along the platform.

“Bookstore and exit ramp,” Sydney answered smugly. “This is going to be way too easy. Cairo should’ve been paired with one of us to give him more of a chance.”

“Don’t underestimate Rio,” Paris warned. “Besides, I like that he volunteered. I think he wants to mentor Cairo. He’s never had that opportunity before.”

The weather was cold, damp, and gloomy, or what the Scots called dreich. There were also scattered snow flurries, which gave a slight edge to whichever team was sparrows. Winter coats and hoods tended to blend in with one another, making it easier to melt into crowds.

Paris and Sydney exited the station onto Market Street and headed straight for the heart of Old Town. With buildings dating back more than five hundred years and narrow cobblestone streets that were laid out in the Middle Ages, this part of the city offered countless nooks and crannies for them to slip away and disappear.

The hawks weren’t far behind. As they began the uphill climb toward High Street, Rio took off his jacket.

“What are you doing?” Cairo asked. “It’s freezing.”

“The jacket’s reversible,” Rio said as he pulled the arms inside out, changing it from red to black. “MI6 made it for a mission we took to Switzerland two winters ago.” He pulled a blue knit cap out of his pocket and handed it to Cairo. “Put this on. It gives you an entirely different look.”

“Finally, a disguise that fits,” he said with a laugh.

“Now tell me, what do you think our strategy should be?” Rio asked, taking the opportunity for a little coaching.

Cairo repeated what Paris taught him in Venice. “Stay back, don’t let them see us, and look for any change in how they’re walking.”

“That’s good,” Rio said. “But it’s also important to think through scenarios and figure out how you should react ahead of time. For example, my guess is that they’re going to try to divide and conquer.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’ll split up so that we have to separate in order to follow them,” Rio answered. “It’s easier to lose one person than two working as a team. Then once they’ve ditched us, they’ll meet up at the rendezvous.”

Cairo took this all in, making mental notes. “So I should be thinking about how to react to that, right? Who do I follow? Paris or Sydney?”

“We both stay with Sydney.”

“Wait, I thought you said we were supposed to separate?”

“That’s what they want us to do. But they’re going to meet up again, so there’s no reason to give them that advantage. We’ll stay with Sydney and let her lead us back to Paris.”

“I like it,” Cairo said, appreciating the strategy. “But why Sydney?”

“She’s more likely to underestimate us,” Rio explained. “That’s why I was so happy when you talked smack in the van. She thinks we’re cocky and will want to show us up.”

Just as Rio predicted, Sydney and Paris separated as soon as they reached High Street. Known as the Royal Mile, this was the main thoroughfare in the city and connected Edinburgh Castle with Holyrood Palace. Rio and Cairo both turned with Sydney but crossed the street and followed her from the opposite side so they wouldn’t be directly behind her.

“Now here’s the thing to know about Old Town,” Rio said. “It’s superdense, and the buildings are packed in tight. Every block or so there’s an alleyway called a close. I’m willing to bet that’s how she’s going to try to lose us. They’re long and narrow, and it’s impossible to follow someone into one without being seen.”

“If it’s impossible, then how do we do it?” Cairo asked.

“We don’t,” Rio answered. “Neither one of us will go into the close. Instead, we’ll flank around to both ends so that one of us is guaranteed to see her when she exits. That’s why we let Paris go. We outnumber her now. The advantage is with us.”

“That’s brilliant,” Cairo said. “I’m glad you’re my fellow hawk.”

Rio smiled. “So am I.”

Sydney walked briskly, stopping every now and then to look as if she were window-shopping or checking a menu posted outside a restaurant. Each time, she glanced back, but she never saw them because they were far enough away and across the street. Finally, she made her move and darted into the arched entry of Carrubber’s Close. She’d selected it because, in addition to being long and narrow, it was steep—so steep that there were three flights of stairs at the midpoint of the alley, which gave her a covert vantage point.

Once she was halfway down the first flight, she turned back. From here she could keep an eye on the entrance without being seen, not unlike a soldier standing in a trench. She waited patiently for four minutes and saw no sign of Cairo or Rio.

“I think I’ve lost them,” she told Paris.

“Already?” he answered, surprised.

“I’m guessing that means Cairo’s the one who followed me. He hasn’t entered the close, so he’s probably running up and down High Street. What about you? Any sign of Rio?”

“None,” Paris said. “I haven’t seen him, but we’ve still got plenty of time, so continue evasive actions and meet me across the street from the Balmoral five minutes before the rendezvous.”

“Got it,” she replied. “I told you this was going to be easy.”

Fifteen minutes later she and Paris were grinning as they entered the Balmoral Hotel and found Monty and Mother waiting in the lobby. Their smiles lasted all of twenty seconds until Rio and Cairo “swooped” in behind them with their arms spread out like wings, screeching like hawks.

Sydney had done exactly what Paris warned her not to. She’d underestimated Rio. It was a mistake she wasn’t about to make again.







13. High Noon

THE INTENSITY LEVEL INCREASED OVER the next few rounds of Hawks and Sparrows. Paris and Sydney won two in a row to take the lead, but then Rio and Cairo pulled off a brilliant maneuver. They lured the others onto a double-decker bus only to sneak back downstairs and slip out the other door right before it left. All Paris and Sydney could do was watch helplessly as they pulled away from the curb while Rio and Cairo disappeared in the opposite direction.

Now, with the score tied at two, everyone gathered outside the railway station for the final round. “We’re going to finish where we began,” Mother said. “Right here at Waverley with a game of hide-and-seek.”

“The sparrows are going to hide inside the station, and the hawks have to find them,” Monty explained. “No one can exit the building, get down by the tracks, or go anywhere else that is remotely dangerous. If you do, you automatically forfeit. You must also avoid all restricted areas. The challenge is for you to hide among civilians, just like you’d do on a mission.”

“To win, the hawks have to tag both sparrows before time expires,” Mother added.

“How much time is there?” Paris asked.

“Let’s see,” Mother replied, checking his watch. “It’s eleven thirty-three, so we’ll give the hawks until noon.”

“Cairo, you get to pick the sides,” Monty said. “Who do you want to be?”

“Sparrows,” he answered confidently. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s how to hide.”

“All right, then,” Mother said. “We’re all set. Sparrows, you get a three-minute head start beginning right now.”

Rio and Cairo sprinted into the station.

“Where should we hide?” Cairo asked as soon as they were inside.

“I don’t think we should,” Rio answered. “I think we should act like hawks.”

“What do you mean?”

“We find a position so we can see them when they enter,” Rio explained. “Then we follow them around the station while they’re looking for us. You can’t catch something that’s behind you.”

“Ooh, that’s good.”

“Then, when time’s running down and they get desperate, we pull back and hide somewhere they’ve already checked and think is clear.”

“You’re really good at this,” Cairo said. “You know that, right?”

“I do. But it’s nice for someone else to notice.”

While the two of them got into position, the others killed time as they waited outside.

“Here’s some trivia for you,” Monty said. “What is Waverley named after?”

Sydney gave her a disinterested look. “Some Scottish dude named Waverley?”

“Actually, no,” Monty said. “It’s from the book Waverley by Sir Walter Scott. It’s the only train station in the world named after a novel.”

“You are just a repository of all things Scottish, aren’t you?” Mother said with a chuckle.

“It is my homeland,” Monty replied. “I should know its history.”

“Okay, then, I’ve got a Waverley trivia question for you,” Paris said. “What famous movie shot a scene inside the station?”

Much to everyone’s delight, Monty was stumped.

“Really?” Mother said, pleased. “You don’t know?”

“Do you?” she asked defensively.

“In fact, I do.”

“So do I,” Sydney said.

Monty rolled her eyes. “Is it a superhero movie? You know I don’t watch those.”

“It’s not just a superhero movie,” Paris answered. “It’s the superhero movie. Avengers: Infinity War.”

“Way more exciting than any novel by Sir Walter Scott,” Sydney said. “Wanda and Vision were attacked by the Black Order and rescued by Captain America, Black Widow, and Falcon.”

“They crashed through the glass ceiling and threw each other all over the place,” Paris added. “There was destruction everywhere. It was brilliant.”

“Just remember that you’re spies, not superheroes,” Monty said. “You’re only supposed to tag them, so let’s avoid any destruction in there.”

“Does that mean we can’t tackle someone trying to run away?” Sydney asked.

“Yes, it means exactly that!” Monty said, laughing. “Tag, don’t tackle.”

“Okay, the three minutes are almost up,” Mother said, with his eye on his watch. He signaled them to go, and on the comms he gave the others a warning. “Ready or not, here they come.”

Paris and Sydney approached the mission methodically. They started at one edge of the station and slowly swept through, making sure not to overlook any potential hiding spots. It was a good plan, but Rio’s was better. Because there were two levels to the building, he and Cairo were able to use the stairs to loop in behind them. The hawks searched the main concourse, a food court, and the massive booking hall but found no sign of the sparrows.

“Seven more minutes,” Cairo said when he saw the time on the giant arrivals and departures board. “We’re almost there.”

“They’re not going to go down without a fight, so be prepared for a mad dash to the finish,” Rio replied.

“I should be thinking of possible scenarios and how to react,” Cairo said.

“That’s exactly right,” Rio confirmed.

Ahead of them Paris and Sydney realized they needed a new strategy. “This isn’t working,” he said. “Time to divide and conquer.”

“Avenger-style,” she replied. “Less methodical and more take-no-prisoners.”

Paris nodded his agreement. “You take the north side, and I’ll take the south.”

They split up and doubled back toward the platforms.

“This is about to get intense,” Rio said. “Get ready to move quickly.”

“Who do we follow?” Cairo asked. “Sydney again?”

“Too risky,” Rio said. “If we’re following her, Paris could sneak up behind us, and we wouldn’t know. Now it’s time to hide.”

Luckily for them, a train had just arrived from London, and passengers began streaming onto the platform and throughout the station. Rio and Cairo hurried down a flight of stairs and mixed in among them. They followed the crowd for a while and then slipped out at the food court. Earlier Rio had noticed a coffee shop that had some tables tucked away in a corner.

“Let’s go in here,” he suggested.

Just then he turned back and locked eyes with Sydney. She was about thirty yards away, but there was no doubt that she saw him.

“Strike that,” Rio said. “She’s spotted us. We need to move. Fast.”

They began walking quickly in the opposite direction. “Shouldn’t we split up?” Cairo suggested. “They need to tag us both to win, and she can only follow one.”

“That’s a good idea,” Rio said as he picked up speed. “But I’ve got the perfect hiding spot. Follow me.”

Rio was now sprinting with Cairo close behind. Sydney was slowed by the horde of passengers, but once she cleared them, she began to run too. “I’ve seen them, and they’ve seen me,” she said to Paris on the comms. “They’re downstairs near the first-class lounge.”

“On my way!” Paris said.

“How can we hide?” Cairo asked. “She’s right behind us. She’ll see where we go.”

“I know,” Rio laughed. “That’s what makes this so great.”

Cairo was confused, but there was no time for explanation. They rounded a corner, with Sydney closing in on them. When she got within a few meters, she was certain she’d won. Then they reached Rio’s hiding spot.

“Blimey,” she said as she came to a screeching halt. “I need you, Paris! Right now!”

“What’s the matter? Did you lose them?”

“Kind of?”

“How did you kind of lose them?”

“They went into the gents,” she said.

Rio and Cairo had run into the men’s room. Even though Sydney was right behind them, there was nothing she could do about it. Time was running out, and now she had to wait for Paris.

“That’s quite clever,” Paris said.

“Yeah, but it won’t be as soon as you get here,” she said. “Because now they’re trapped. There’s only one way in or out, and I’m blocking it.”

Paris came running up, and when he reached her, he stopped to catch his breath.

“They’re right inside,” she said with a smile. “Now go get them.”

Much to Sydney’s surprise, Paris hesitated. “Is that really the best plan?”

“It’s the only plan!” Sydney retorted.

“Easy for you to say,” Paris said. “I’m the one who has to go in there and tag them. What if they’re hiding in stalls? How do I tag them? Do you expect me to crawl on the floor?” He made a yuck expression.

“That’s not my problem,” Sydney replied. “You’re talking to a girl who once had to hide in a sewer.”

“Hardly the same thing,” he said. “That was a real mission, and you were being chased by the Albanian secret police. This is just an exercise.”

“Which we are going to win.”

“Hear me out,” Paris said. “Think about how much this means to Rio.”

“No more than it means to me.”

“I don’t know about that. This would be huge for him. He’s mentoring Cairo. He’s trying to back up his trash talk. How do you think he’d react if he won?”

Sydney was incredulous. “You know exactly how he’d react. He’d come parading out the door with his hands in the air like he was the champion of the world.”

“That’s what I think too.” Paris thought about it. “I’m going to give it to him. I’m going to let him feel that good.”

Monty and Mother had been listening in on the comms, and now they arrived on the scene too. Sydney turned to Monty and said, “Didn’t you tell us not to take it easy on them?”

“I did,” Monty said.

“Yes,” Paris said, conceding the point. “But didn’t you also say that we needed a humility lesson?”

Monty smiled. “I was joking a bit, but yes, I said that, too.”

“I agree,” Paris replied. “Overconfidence is our biggest vulnerability. So let’s make this the humility lesson, too.”

“I cannot believe you’re doing this,” Sydney said. “I get that you want to be the kindhearted big brother looking after everyone. But what lesson does it teach them if you let them win?”

“I think you may be selling me a little short. And remember, I’m your big brother too. Maybe I’m teaching you all something,” Paris said with a sly smile.

Before she could respond, the giant clock in the tower across the street began tolling twelve. Each ring hit Sydney like a gut punch. If this was Paris’s idea of a humility lesson, it wasn’t working. She wasn’t feeling humble. She was feeling angry.

Meanwhile, inside the men’s room, Rio and Cairo were thrilled. Rio’s plan had worked. “Wait until the last one rings,” Rio warned. “Then we can go out.”

Once the final bell tolled, they exited the bathroom with full swagger.

“What time is it?” Rio asked, his arms raised in triumph. “I believe it’s time to crown the champions.”

Mother and Monty applauded, Sydney stewed, and Paris congratulated them.

“Great game, you guys really raised the level today,” he said. “Give it up for a hard-fought and well-deserved victory.”

Paris held up his hand, and they high-fived him.

“Amazing,” Sydney said, frustrated. “You’re simply amazing.”

“Thank you,” Paris replied.

“I was being sarcastic.”

“I know you were. But that’s because you don’t know what I know.” Paris scanned everyone’s faces. They all had confused looks except for Monty, who smiled at him. “None of you do. Except maybe Monty, because she grew up here.”

“What do we not know?” Mother asked.

“Last year when I came to Edinburgh for a chess lesson, I thought I was late,” he replied. “I was really upset about it because I wanted to make a good impression. But it turned out I wasn’t late after all.”

“Wow. What an inspiring story,” Sydney mocked. “That changes everything.”

Paris ignored her. “The reason I thought I was late was because I didn’t know that for more than a century, Edinburgh’s town clock has purposely been set three minutes fast. It’s supposed to help people get to the train station on time. So, you see, it’s not yet noon.” He turned to Rio and Cairo. “And when you two high-fived me, that was actually me tagging you. The well-earned victory isn’t yours. It’s ours.”

Paris was quiet for a moment as he let this set in.

“You played great,” he continued. “But you didn’t win. So that’s the humility lesson. It’s never a good idea to celebrate before you’re certain of the outcome.”

Rio was devastated and Paris felt bad. But then again, Monty had told them not to take it easy on them, so he hadn’t. No one ever said spycraft was easy.







14. Spice Girls

THE BLUE PASSENGER VAN TRAVELED along a barren motorway, the only splotch of color in a gray winter landscape. Unlike movie spies, who drove sports cars tricked out with ejector seats and smoke-screen bombs, the City Spies rode around in an oversize vehicle whose lone gadget was an old-school cassette player. Monty resisted all attempts to replace it because she was the only one who owned any cassettes, which meant she controlled the music. She was playing a well-worn mixtape of her favorite nineties dance pop as they headed home toward Aisling.

Rio sat alone in the back row, and despite the upbeat rhythm of the soundtrack, his mood was only slightly less gloomy than the weather as he replayed Hawks and Sparrows in his head.

“Stop pouting,” Sydney said with more warmth than bite. They were the most competitive members of the team, and she understood how he felt. “You lost. Get over it.”

“I’m not pouting,” he replied defensively. “I’m just…”

“What?” she asked. “Obsessively going over every little detail trying to figure out what went wrong? Trust me, I know the feeling.”

When he sighed, a small fog of condensation momentarily formed on the window. “Yes, but isn’t that what we’re supposed to do? Rehash everything and learn from our mistakes?”

“Except you shouldn’t only focus on the mistakes,” Mother said, inserting himself into the conversation. “Look at the big picture. What’s your main takeaway?”

“That I blew it,” Rio replied. “We had it won until I made a stupid mistake and we lost.”

“You’re being too negative,” Mother said. “You did a lot of great things today, and you need to learn from the positive as well as the negative.”

“Besides, it wasn’t stupid,” Monty added. “Paris and I were the only ones who knew about the clock being set ahead.”

“That’s not the mistake I mean,” Rio explained. “Right before that, Sydney was chasing us, and Cairo had a brilliant idea. He said we should split up because Sydney couldn’t follow us both, which meant she wouldn’t be able to tag us both.” He shook his head in frustration. “We would’ve won if I’d listened, but I wanted to pull that bathroom trick so bad that I let it affect my judgment.”

“You may have lost the game, but the bathroom trick will go down in history,” Paris said. “There should be a Motherism about it. Maybe something that rhymes ‘think’ with ‘sink,’ or ‘rush’ with ‘flush.’ ”

“Besides, if we’d split up, I never would’ve seen Sydney’s reaction,” Cairo said. “And that was priceless.”

“What reaction?” Sydney asked.

“When we got into the men’s room, I looked back just as the door was closing, and I saw you…” Cairo tried to think of the right description.

“I call it Sydney Kaboom,” Paris said. “It should be its own emoji.”

Sydney gave him the side-eye. “What are you talking about? You weren’t even there.”

“No, but I’ve seen that face a million times. It’s the expression you make when things don’t go the way you think they should. Your eyes bug out, your nostrils flare, and your lips close so tight, they look like you’re about to go… kaboom. It’s classic.” He did an impression.

“That’s it,” Cairo said, pointing at Paris.

Rio chuckled. “I’ve seen that before!”

“Stop it!” Sydney said. “I do not make a face like that.” She turned to Monty and Mother in the front seat. “Tell them I don’t make a face like that.”

“Well,” Mother said, drawing out the word, “you can get fairly intense.”

Sydney couldn’t believe it. She was about to unleash her fury when Paris interrupted her.

“There it is,” he said. “You’re making it now. Look in the mirror if you don’t believe us.”

Sydney turned to the rearview mirror and, much to her horror, saw an expression that looked a lot like Paris’s imitation. Suddenly self-conscious, she relaxed all her facial muscles and tried to keep them that way as she said, “Okay, while it’s nothing like the ridiculous face you just made… on rare occasions… I may let the spirit of competition overcome me and… perhaps my expression conveys my frustration.”

“Rare occasions?” Paris said. “You mean like at the chip shop when someone’s slow to place their order?”

“All they sell is fish and chips,” Sydney replied, unable to mask her contempt. “Is it too much to ask someone to be ready to order when they reach the counter? What’s there to decide?”

“You kind of just proved my point,” Paris said.

“Don’t worry about it, Sydney,” Rio said. “His is worse.”

“My what?” Paris asked, surprised. “I don’t make a face.”

“Oh, it’s not so funny when it’s you they’re talking about, is it?” Sydney said. “Do go on, Rio. Tell us more.”

“Yes, Rio, tell us,” Paris said. “When have I made a noteworthy expression?”

“How about a couple hours ago when you were looking out the window of that bus as it pulled away with us on the curb?” Rio said with a laugh, his mood improving.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Sydney said, excited to turn the tables. “It’s your How can this be happening to me? face. You make it whenever you get a B or if Liverpool loses.”

Paris flashed a cocky smile. “Then I must not make it very often, because those things almost never happen.”

Sydney rolled her eyes. “Monty, about that humility lesson. I think it may be too late.”

“What about you, Cairo?” Mother asked.

“I don’t think I make any special kind of expression,” he said.

“Not that,” Mother chuckled. “What was your takeaway from the day?”

Cairo thought for a moment before answering. “There were several. One is that it’s important to communicate as a team. Another, never underestimate your opponent. And you should always remember that it’s not over until it’s over.”

“And even then, it still might not be over, so you should double-check,” Rio added.

“Like stoppage time in football,” Mother said. “It doesn’t matter what the scoreboard shows. The game goes on until the whistle blows.”

Cairo laughed. “There’s no limit to those Motherisms, is there?”

“He has a rhyme, for every time,” Paris joked.

“What about you, Monty?” Cairo asked. “Are there Montyisms?”

“Your dad thinks in poetry,” she replied. “But all my rhymes are taken up by old song lyrics.”

“Yeah,” Sydney said. “Really old song lyrics.”

“Ancient,” Rio added.

“What do you think, Cairo?” Monty asked. “Is my music out of date? Or do you like it?”

A new song started to play, and Cairo smiled. “I like this one. Turn it up.”

Monty gleefully obliged, and Sydney gave him a surprised look. “Really? I don’t know that I would’ve pegged you as a Spice Girls fan.”

“I’m not really, it’s just…” Suddenly, he realized something, and the smile left his face. “I mean, I’m not.… I thought this was a different song. Actually, can you skip to the next one?”

Everyone was confused except for Mother, who pressed the stop button on the cassette player and turned to his son. “It’s okay. You can like this song. You can even love it. I love it.”

Cairo looked distressed. “How could you possibly?”

“Have we missed something?” Paris asked.

“Clemmie worshipped the Spice Girls,” Mother explained. “When the kids were small, she’d play it, and they’d have little dance parties. Sometimes they’d even choreograph a number and perform it for me.” He thought for a moment, recalling a memory. “It was unabashed, total joyfulness.”

“Yes,” Cairo said. “But now—”

“No buts,” Mother said, cutting him off. “A lot has happened to our family, but we are still the owners of our happy memories. Nothing can take those away from us.”

“Doesn’t it make you sad?” Cairo asked him.

“There are many things that make me sad, but this song isn’t one of them. It makes me remember good times. It makes me smile.” Mother thought for a moment and added a sly smile. “Sometimes, it even makes me wanna be…” He thought for a moment before asking, “What did you all used to call me?”

Cairo laughed at the memory. “Goofy Spice.”

Mother flashed an over-the-top goofy smile, pressed play, and started to sing the next lyric. Monty joined in, and by the time they reached the chorus, the whole van was doing the same. This playful mood lasted the rest of the ride home as they alternately teased each other, recounted highlights of Hawks and Sparrows, and sang along with the music.

When they reached the FARM, they were surprised to find that there weren’t any lights on, and there was no sign of Brooklyn and Kat in the house.

“You think they went somewhere?” Rio asked.

“Maybe they’re down in the priest hole,” Monty suggested.

“Still?” Sydney said.

“We left them there, like, seven hours ago,” Paris added.

They went downstairs and found the pair hard at work. The only indication that either had left the room was an empty pizza box on the conference table. Next to it Kat was organizing stacks of papers while Brooklyn was across the room working on a computer.

“Look who’s back,” Kat said. “How was Hawks and Sparrows?”

“Epic,” answered Sydney.

“What are you two up to?” asked Mother.

Brooklyn smiled and said, “While you all were pretending to be spies, we were being the real thing.”

“Wait a second!” Cairo exclaimed. He’d just noticed that the wall monitor featured photos of the three men he’d seen in Venice. “You found them. You found the bombers.”

“That’s not the half of it,” Brooklyn said as she took a bite of an apple and flashed a satisfied smile. “They are so much more than that.”







15. P, B, and J

THE MEN IN THE PHOTOS looked like soldiers, with lean, taut faces and buzz cuts. None of them were smiling, and each had an icy stare that was unnerving. Despite this, or maybe because of it, Brooklyn and Kat had given them names that were anything but.

“Meet Peanut, Butter, and Jelly,” Brooklyn said as everyone filed into the priest hole. “At least, that’s what we’re calling them until we can uncover their real identities.” She turned to Cairo and asked, “These are the three men you saw in Venice?”

Cairo nodded confidently. “Yes. I’ll never forget those faces.”

“Excellent.” She shot Kat a look, and they both smiled. “In that case, everyone should probably take a seat so we can tell you what we’ve found.”

“Just don’t touch my stacks,” Kat implored as she motioned to the piles of paper that were meticulously arranged on the table. “They’re organized under a weighted matrix that includes date, location, and proximity to serious criminal events.”

“What about the pizza box?” Sydney joked. “Can we move that out of the way?”

Kat returned the attitude. “I’ll allow it. But only that.”

“How’d you find the bombers?” Cairo asked.

“Mostly using open-source intelligence, or what C would call OSINT,” Brooklyn said. “That’s anything you can search online: government records, databases, newspapers, social media, police records, you name it.”

“These three have tried very hard to live in the shadows,” Kat said. “But in today’s world you can’t help but leave some digital footprints. Once we find one, it leads to others.”

“I can’t wait to hear how you did it,” Monty marveled. “Walk us through it.”

Brooklyn rubbed her hands together, excited to share what they’d discovered. “Okay, it started with the information from the Venice Control Room. Authorities there track the phone number of every person in the city. I’d already narrowed the list of possible matches down to about two hundred before Paris gave me the idea about rehearsing. Assuming that the bombers had a practice run before the protest rally, I had Beny search those two hundred numbers to see if any of them had been in the piazza during the preceding two weeks, but not if they’d been there more than twice.”

“Why?” Rio asked.

“Because I wanted to eliminate locals who had a reason to pass through on a regular basis,” she said. “And my guess was that the bombers would want to limit their exposure, so I figured they’d only visit the crime scene long enough so that they could run through their practice but no more than that.”

“Very smart,” Mother said. “How many did that search leave?”

“Fifteen,” Brooklyn answered. “A much easier number to deal with. Especially because one of the fifteen was for a phone from Kazakhstan.”

“Like the message that MI6 intercepted?” Paris said, excited.

“Yes, but more importantly, like him.” Brooklyn pointed to the man in the picture of the group on Mount Everest.

“How do you know he’s from Kazakhstan?” Sydney asked.

“While she was sifting through cell numbers, I was on the phone with mountain trek guides in Nepal,” Kat explained. “The social media post was time-stamped, so we were able to pinpoint exactly when he was on the mountain, and one of the guides remembered him. That led us to Peanut’s first footprint, so to speak.”

“You can’t just climb Mount Everest,” Brooklyn said. “Not even if you’re only going as high as the base camp. You need to get a permit from the Nepali government, and to do that, you have to show proof that you’re an experienced mountain climber.”

“The records he submitted were all from the Tian Shan Mountains in southern Kazakhstan,” Kat continued, “and the name on those records was Dmitry Marat.”

“Then we looked at flight manifests and were able to track Dmitry from Kazakhstan to Thailand and then Thailand to Kathmandu,” Brooklyn said. She tapped one of the photos, and it enlarged to show the scan of a passport for Dmitry Marat. “So we knew we had our mountain climber. And we knew that Cairo recognized him from Venice. The problem was that he didn’t use the same phone in Nepal or the same passport in Italy, so we couldn’t connect all the dots yet.”

“How’d you finally do that?” Cairo asked.

“First we tried searching for any record of someone named Dmitry Marat entering Italy, but we struck out,” Brooklyn said. “That’s when Kat got brilliant.”

“How so?” asked Monty.

“I had her look to see if anyone with the same birthday as Dmitry made the trip,” Kat responded.

“And we found Roman Ivanov,” Brooklyn said. She tapped a photo, and another passport scan opened next to the first.

“Different name, same picture,” Paris said. “Very clever, Kat.”

“Why would he use the same birthday for two different cover identities?” Cairo asked.

“It’s sloppy but not uncommon,” Mother answered. “It’s one less thing for the person to memorize.”

“Is there any indication that he’s connected to Eco-Liberté?” Sydney asked.

“The opposite,” Kat said. “The guide said he joined them to help cut down on costs. He arrived separately and definitely was not part of the group.”

“I knew it,” Sydney said, feeling vindicated.

“So that’s Peanut,” Brooklyn said. “Next we found Butter.”

“We didn’t find Butter,” Kat replied. “Brooklyn did. And it was genius.”

“What did you do?” Mother asked.

“I thought about the physical evidence and asked myself where it came from,” Brooklyn said. “There’s the oxygen bottle, which we think Peanut got at Mount Everest and stored away until it was time to plant it later. There’s also the Hexomax wrapper. We tried to sort through the company’s sales history, but that didn’t lead anywhere.”

“The oxygen bottle and the wrapper were the only things found in the globe,” Rio said. “What other evidence is there?”

“The globe itself,” said Brooklyn. “It was too big to fit on a plane, so we reasoned that it was probably brought in on a truck. That made me think that one of our guys had to live within a reasonable driving distance of Venice. Then we considered how they made the globe.”

“It was a vinyl print of the logo wrapped around an aluminum sphere,” Kat said. “And the logo was a perfect match.”

“I’ve studied enough computer graphics to know that they’d need a very large, high-quality file to reproduce it that well,” Brooklyn said. “When I looked online, I only found one place with a big enough version. Eco-Liberté’s website.”

Monty smiled. “You’re right, Kat. That is genius.”

“What is?” Sydney asked, not putting it together.

“Brooklyn looked to see who had downloaded the image from the site,” Monty said.

Brooklyn nodded and answered, “Which led me to an IP address in Moldova that was registered to one of the phone numbers from Venice.”

She enlarged another passport scan.

“A man using the name Radu Cebotari crossed the Italian border at Gorizia three days before his mobile phone first pinged off a cell tower in Venice,” Brooklyn said. “And we know that it was his number, because he gave it to the truck rental agency in Moldova.”

“If you have their phone numbers, can you trace who they called?” Rio asked.

Brooklyn shook her head. “We only have the locations of the phones and the countries where they’re registered. Call and text information is a much harder thing to access, because we’d need to hack into the phone companies and break through a bunch of firewalls. Still, you can tell a lot just by where a phone goes.”

“Which is how we found Jelly,” Kat said.

“We figured this was probably not the first time they’d been together,” Brooklyn continued. “So I set Beny to search if any number from the rally was ever in the same place as those two numbers in a city other than Venice. Then while he was searching, we went out to get a pizza.”

“Ooh,” Rio said, excited. “What kind did you get?”

Sydney looked at him and shook her head. “That is so not the important part of the story.”

“All details matter,” Rio said defensively.

“The funny thing is, I thought the search would take much longer than it did,” Brooklyn replied. “Beny had already identified the third number by the time we got back. The man we call Jelly is from Belarus and has used the name Fyodor Chernenko on multiple occasions.”

“Kazakhstan, Moldova, and Belarus,” Mother noted. “All three of the countries are former Soviet republics.”

“Remember that,” Kat said. “It’s about to become important.”

“Extremely important,” Brooklyn said. “Beny was able to identify the numbers so fast because most of the time these phones are inactive. They’ve only ever been turned on when they’ve met up in four different cities: Venice, which we knew, as well as Rio de Janeiro, Washington, DC, and get this… Milton Keynes.”

“The city in Buckinghamshire?” Mother asked, surprised.

“My thought exactly,” Kat said. “For a girl who loves patterns, this didn’t fit.”

“What do you mean?” asked Cairo.

“Rio, Venice, and Washington are hugely famous cities that attract tourists from around the world,” Kat said. “Milton Keynes is just a normal town outside of London. There’s nothing particularly special about it. In the last couple years it’s only been in the news once.”

“When?” asked Rio.

Mother nodded as he realized the answer. “When Andrei Constantine was poisoned.”

“Bingo,” Brooklyn said.

“Who’s that?” asked Sydney.

“A Russian journalist who was critical of the Kremlin and had to flee to the United Kingdom for safety,” Mother said. “We gave him a new identity and a home in Milton Keynes. A year ago he died mysteriously. MI6 thinks he was poisoned, but the police couldn’t identify the specific poison or who had given it to him.”

“Yeah, well, I think we just figured out the who,” Brooklyn said. “P, B, and J were all in Milton Keynes two weeks before Constantine died and again right up until the night he was rushed to the hospital.”

“That’s not all,” Kat said. “The same pattern occurred in Rio the previous year. The three of them showed up in town for a few days. Then, a week later, their return visit coincided with the time a high-ranking official from Brazil’s Ministry of Mines and Energy was kidnapped.”

“What happened to him?” Paris asked.

“He escaped,” Brooklyn said. “Or so he claims.”

“What do you mean by that?” Rio asked.

“Despite being held hostage for three days, he was unable to tell authorities anything about the people who’d kidnapped him or where he’d been kept,” Brooklyn answered. “Then, three weeks later, he was instrumental in awarding oil-drilling permits to a Russian energy company, something he’d long been publicly opposed to doing.”

“That was the ransom,” Mother theorized. “The energy company arranges for him to get kidnapped and only releases him if he agrees to award them the contracts.”

“No one could prove it, but that’s what everybody thinks,” Kat responded.

“So we’ve got a Russian spy, a Russian oil company, and three bad guys from former Soviet republics?” Mother said.

“You think it’s some sort of black ops team from the GRU or the FSB?” Monty asked, referencing Russia’s main intelligence agencies. “Brought in to bomb, poison, or kidnap?”

“Maybe,” Mother said. “Although they could be former GRU agents who now work for a Russian oligarch. Maybe the one who owns that energy company.”

“What about Washington?” Paris asked. “Were you able to connect them with a crime in Washington?”

“That’s what we’re concerned about,” Brooklyn answered. “They only showed up in Washington last week. They were there for a few days and disappeared again.”

“If they follow their pattern, they’ll come back soon to commit the crime,” Kat offered. “But we don’t know who they’re going after. Washington is loaded with possibilities. It could be someone in government. Someone in business. There’s no way to tell.”

“I bet they’re going after Beatriz!” Rio exclaimed.

“Isn’t she back in Brazil?” Monty asked.

“Yes, but since she didn’t get to speak at the summit in Venice, she’s been invited to do so at the United Nations in New York,” he replied. “On the way up there, she’s stopping in Washington to meet with politicians and environmental groups. She’s going to be there later this week.”

He paused for a moment, trying to piece everything together.

“They’re coming to finish the job they started in Venice.”







16. Rio


RIO DE JANEIRO, BRAZIL—THREE YEARS EARLIER

THE COPACABANA PROMENADE UNFURLED like a ribbon along one of the most famous beaches in the world, the sidewalk forming a border between the street and sand. Its distinctive design of black and white paving stones arranged in a wave pattern was a work of abstract art that stretched for nearly four kilometers.

“Beautiful,” Mother said, taking in the sun-drenched scene. “Absolutely beautiful.”

It was January, summer on this side of the equator, and he’d been assigned the enviable task of going undercover in a tropical paradise. He looked every bit the tourist as he strolled along the wide path wearing flip-flops, board shorts, and a Dallas Cowboys T-shirt, his hair still wet from a quick dip in the ocean.

His phone vibrated, and he answered without checking the caller ID. After all, only one person had this number. “Good afternoon, Tru,” he said cheerfully. “Make my day and tell me how miserable the weather is in London, because here it’s breathtaking.”

“Don’t gloat, it’s unbecoming,” she replied. “How are things today?”

“Remember that time you sent me to Pakistan and I almost froze to death monitoring troop deployments in the Khyber Pass?” he answered. “Today is infinitely better than that.”

“Don’t get fooled by the sand and surf,” she reminded him. “There may not be any tanks pointed at you, but this mission is no less dangerous. My source says our joe just left the consulate, so be on the lookout and make sure you don’t miss anything because the sun’s in your eyes.”

“I’ve got that covered,” Mother said, adjusting his sunglasses.

“Joe” was spy slang for an agent and in this instance referred to Malcolm Grainger, the MI6 station chief assigned to Rio de Janeiro. The Brazilian government had made an accusation that someone from the consulate was leaking information to a political opponent of the president. They’d even threatened to run a sting operation, which could lead to a very public arrest that would embarrass the British and damage relations between the two countries.

Grainger was assigned to find the leak and seal it. But after more than a month with no leads, Tru had grown impatient and began to suspect that he might be the leak himself. That’s when Mother was sent to secretly watch him.

“It’s an election year down there, and the last thing we need is to be seen meddling in their campaigns,” Tru said.

“Don’t worry,” he reassured her. “I’ll wrap things up within twenty-four hours.”

“Good,” Tru replied. “I’d hate to think you were dragging this out for some sort of extended vacation at taxpayer expense.”

“Never even occurred to me,” he replied. “I’ll call when there’s news to report.”

After following Grainger for a week, Mother felt certain that Tru was right to suspect him. There were three indications that something was amiss, each one progressively more incriminating. The first was Grainger’s new luxury car, not completely out of reach for his pay scale but flashy for a spy and a hint that he might’ve come into some sudden money. Next was his social life. He’d recently started dating a beautiful woman at least ten years younger. Of the many adjectives that described Malcolm Grainger, handsome was not one. Neither was interesting, humorous, charming, or nice. Unkempt, rude, and dull, however, were right on target.

This didn’t mean he wasn’t somehow lovable, but Mother found the couple to be an unlikely pair. He wondered if Grainger was the latest in a long line of lonely agents lured into bad actions by the prospect of romance. After some digging Mother discovered that the woman’s uncle was an advisor to the very candidate benefiting from the leaked information.

The final and most conclusive evidence had been Grainger’s actions the previous day. Every afternoon he went jogging along the Copacabana promenade. Midway through the run he would stop at the same spot to rest and catch his breath. Or so it appeared.

Mother believed this break was less about recovery and more about reconnaissance. Each time Grainger stood there checking his pulse or drinking some water, he also surveyed the area the way a criminal might study a bank before robbing it. The previous day as he bent over to tie his shoe, he slyly used a piece of chalk to mark a circle on a cement bench.

“Gotcha,” Mother whispered to himself.

This was old-school spycraft, a way agents signaled each other when they couldn’t meet face-to-face. When Mother went back later that night, someone had drawn a line through the circle, indicating that the message had been received. The only conclusion Mother could reach was that this was a dead-drop location.

Now he was waiting for Grainger to return and leave something for his unseen collaborator. Mother’s plan was to intercept it before it got into the wrong hands. Once he had proof, MI6 would recall Grainger to London and deal with him there.

“Ladies and gentlemen, can I have your attention, please!” The boy was young, but his voice was commanding. “I am the Amazing Encantado, and in a few minutes I will perform feats of magic that will take your breath away!”

The Amazing Encantado, whose real name was João, performed here every afternoon at the same time. Mother wondered if that was why Grainger had selected this as the location for his dead drop. It made sense because the show attracted a good crowd, at least twenty people, which made it easy to blend in. But since the people were all focused on the magic, no one paid any attention to Grainger. At least not until Mother showed up on the scene.

“You have heard it said that Copacabana Beach is magical, but did you know they were talking about me?” João continued. “Encantado means ‘the charmed one,’ and—” He stopped when he noticed a napkin discarded on the ground. “Wait a second, we can’t have this. There can be no litter at Copacabana.”

Mother had seen this act each of the last three days, and every time he was impressed by how natural and unrehearsed it felt. The boy had amazing skills as a magician but was even more impressive in the way he engaged the crowd and switched his script on the fly.

João picked up the napkin and turned to some people standing in line at a food cart.

“Does this belong to any of you?” he asked. When none of them claimed ownership, he said, “Okay, then, I’ll take care of it.” He tossed the napkin in the air, and as it fluttered back down, he tapped it with his black magic wand and made it disappear.

It was an incredible trick and stunned the people watching, many of whom quickly rushed over to see what he did next. Even after watching it four times, Mother didn’t know how it worked. He assumed there was some sort of spring and hook inside the wand that snapped the napkin out of view and into the wand’s hollow center, but the boy did it with such nonchalant ease that he couldn’t tell for certain.

Mother joined the tourists forming a semicircle to watch the show and momentarily locked eyes with João. The boy recognized him from the previous days and shot him a conspiratorial wink that felt like the two of them were sharing a private joke. Encantado wasn’t only the charmed one; he was also charming.

A few minutes later João was dazzling the crowd with a cup-and-ball trick when Malcolm Grainger arrived on his daily jog. Mother watched him carefully as Grainger sat down on the bench and checked his pulse on his smartwatch. Grainger carefully scanned the crowd as he put on some lip balm and then got up and resumed his jog. Once he did, Mother saw that he’d left the stick of lip balm on the bench.

That was the drop.

MI6 had a department that specialized in making spy gadgets out of everyday objects. They made key-chain cameras, shoes with tracking devices, and so-called poison pens that wrote perfectly well but also held small capsules of cyanide. Famously, they’d once made plastic dead rats that looked incredibly realistic and had hollow centers to hold messages. Mother felt certain that the lip balm had been built with a small compartment that held the information, probably a thumb drive.

It was a good choice for a dead drop because the odds were slim that someone would want somebody’s leftover lip balm. Still, the longer it was out, the more chance there was that someone would pick it up to throw away. Mother assumed that the person it was left for would come to get it quickly, which meant he had to act fast.

Mother moved over and sat on the bench. As he pretended to make a phone call, he slyly slid the lip balm into his pocket. Moments later he ended his fake call and got back up to leave. That’s when he noticed the two police cars pull up onto the curb, and it dawned on him that he might have accidentally stumbled into a sting operation. He kept his cool and returned to the magic show while his brain raced through escape routes.

He wasn’t sure the police were after him, but he couldn’t be caught with whatever was hidden in the lip balm. He also couldn’t simply drop it in the crowd for fear the information still might end up in the wrong hands. He’d completely bungled this and didn’t know what to do.

“Cowboy, come here,” said the voice. “Cowboy, I’m talking to you.”

It took a moment for Mother to realize that “cowboy” was a reference to the T-shirt he was wearing and that the voice belonged to João.

“I need a volunteer for the next trick,” said the magician. “Come up here.”

Mother didn’t really want to be part of the trick, but he didn’t want to make a scene, so he stepped over to him and joked, “I don’t suppose you can make me disappear.”

Mother saw that the policemen were now conferring. He thought about making a run for it but knew that would make him look guilty. He had to hope that they were there for another reason.

“Okay, cowboy, what’s your name and where do you live?” João asked him.

“Michael Brock,” Mother said, using his cover identity. “I live in Grapevine, Texas.”

“Don’t tell me,” João said humorously. “Tell them.” He pointed to the crowd.

Mother turned to the crowd and played along. “I’m Michael Brock from Grapevine, Texas.”

“Nice to meet you, Michael Brock,” João said. “I am the Amazing Encantado, but since we’re now friends, you can just call me Amazing.”

This brought a laugh from the crowd, just as it had each of the previous times Mother had seen it done with other volunteers. João handed him a deck of cards.

“This is a completely normal deck of fifty-two cards. I want you to fan them out so that you can see there is nothing tricky about them.”

As Mother fanned out the cards, João whispered, “Where’d you hide it?”

Mother gave him a confused look and mumbled, “What?”

“Whatever you got on the bench,” whispered the boy.

Mother didn’t respond, and João went back to playing to the crowd. “Why are you showing me the cards, Michael? I know what they are. You need to show them the cards.” He motioned for Mother to turn around and at the same time joked to the others, “Sometimes people get nervous when they’re onstage.”

Now Mother was facing the crowd with João behind him.

“Okay, here comes the important part,” João said. “I am back here and cannot see what you’re holding. I want you to pick out one card and show it to everyone but me.”

Mother picked out the seven of clubs and held it up for the others to see.

Because he was hidden from the crowd, João was able to whisper to him without anyone seeing or hearing. “The man on the right with the black pants and buttoned shirt is a police detective. He’s been watching you and took special notice of you on the bench.

“Okay, now that you’ve shown everyone your card, I want you to put it back in the deck and shuffle the cards,” João said to Mother and the crowd.

Mother did as he was told, all the while watching as the detective began talking to the police officers. The crowd, however, had no idea that any of this was going on and was still focused on the trick.

“Once everything is fully shuffled, I’d like you to give me back the deck of cards, Michael,” João instructed.

Mother knew that the trick was about to come to an end, and he still didn’t have an escape plan.

João pulled a card from the deck and held it up for the crowd to see. “Is this the card?” he asked triumphantly.

“No,” roared the crowd, surprised that he’d gotten it wrong.

It took a moment for this to register for Mother. He’d seen this trick three times, and every time the boy got it right.

“Wait a second,” João exclaimed. “That can’t be right. How about this one? Is this the card?”

He held up the ten of spades, and the crowd roared, “No.”

“That means it has to be this one.”

Queen of diamonds.

“No!”

Mother couldn’t believe it. The boy had changed the trick on the fly and continued going as though nothing were wrong.

“I think you tried to pull a fast one on me, Michael Brock,” João exclaimed, playing to the audience. He looked down at the cards and did some quick calculating. “Just as I thought, there are only fifty-one cards here. You took your card and hid it.” The boy turned to a woman in the front row and handed her the cards. “Hold these, please. You look trustworthy.”

Mother now realized what the boy was doing and decided to put his trust in him.

“I think you’ve stolen my card, Michael,” João said. “Please stick out your tongue.”

Mother opened wide like he was at the doctor’s office.

“It’s not in there,” João said.

“Right pocket,” Mother whispered without moving his lips.

“Let’s check your flip-flops,” João said, eliciting laughs from the crowd.

Mother now played along and took off both flip-flops to show there was nothing there.

“That means there’s only one place it can be,” he continued.

The Amazing Encantado reached into the right pocket of Mother’s board shorts and pulled out a playing card, which he showed to the audience.

They cheered when they saw that it was the seven of clubs. Only Mother could see that hidden behind the card was the lip balm.

“Thank you! Thank you!” João said to the crowd. “My name is the Amazing Encantado, and for my last trick I’m happy to make some of your money disappear.” He flashed a winning smile. “If you enjoyed the show, please feel free to put some in my hat.”

He passed a top hat among the spectators, many of whom contributed coins and bills. Before Mother could put any money in, the detective came over and took him by the shoulder.

“Excuse me, sir,” the detective said to Mother. “Could you come with me, please?”

“Who are you?” Mother asked.

“Agent Salazar with the Polícia Federal,” he said, flashing a badge. “It’s very important.”

Salazar led Mother over to the police cars, where he was frisked by both officers. All they found was a phone, a hotel key, and a wallet with identification for Michael Brock of Grapevine, Texas. There was no sign of the stick of lip balm or any sort of thumb drive. Still, they put him in the back of the police car and drove him to the station for questioning. He remained in custody until the following morning, when he was released with the suggestion that he should get out of Brazil sooner rather than later.

After he went to his hotel room to shower and change his clothes, Mother returned to the promenade to look for João. There was no sign of him at his regular spot, and Mother approached a nearby vendor who was setting up a food cart.

“Excuse me, do you know the young man who performs magic here?” Mother asked him.

“Ah yes,” said the man, whose name was Rafa. “The Amazing Encantado.”

“That’s him,” Mother said. “Do you know when he gets here?”

The man gave a sheepish shrug. “I think he has decided to find a new place to perform.”

Mother was worried this might happen. The police would no doubt come and talk to him about the lip balm, and that could lead to trouble. But Mother still needed it back.

“Do you know where his family is?”

“Sadly, he does not have any family,” the man replied.

This hit Mother like a punch. “Any idea how I might find him?”

The man thought for a moment. “He has a very healthy appetite and has long told me that he’d love to eat at the lunch buffet in that hotel’s restaurant.”

The man pointed at a nice hotel across the street.

It took a moment for Mother to figure out what the man was implying. “Maybe I could treat him to lunch.”

The man smiled. “I’m sure he would like that very much.”

“I’ll go and wait in the lobby,” Mother said. “If you see the Amazing Encantado, please tell him that I’ll be there and would love to have lunch with him.”

Forty minutes later Mother and João were eating in the hotel restaurant. João’s plate was stacked with food, which he attacked voraciously.

“Here is your memory stick,” he said, passing it across the table to Mother. “Are you okay if I keep the lip balm? I can use it in a trick.”

“Be my guest,” said Mother, taking it from him. “You were amazing yesterday.”

João gave him a raised eyebrow. “That is my first name, after all.”

“How did you know that man was with the police?”

“Let’s just say my fingerprints are on file at the police station too.”

He took a bite of steak and savored it.

“You know, by helping me, you may have made him your enemy,” Mother said.

The boy shrugged. “He was already my enemy.”

“But what will you do now?” Mother asked. “He might hassle you if you go back there.”

“Rio’s a big city with many tourists,” João said. “I will find another beach.”

Mother looked at the boy with the man-size appetite and knew that they belonged together. “What about somewhere outside of Rio?”

“You mean like São Paulo?”

Mother smiled and said, “I was thinking more of Scotland.”








17. Improv


WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES—PRESENT DAY

IN THE THREE YEARS SINCE he’d met Mother, Rio had become a spy, a brother, and now even something of a hero. But part of him would always be the Amazing Encantado. It was so ingrained in him that if he were dropped onto Copacabana Beach in front of a group of tourists, he could still perform his old act from memory without missing a beat. Not that it was ever really memorized. The key to his success had always been that he ad-libbed about half of it. That’s what kept it fresh and funny.

He’d found the same was true about spy work. It was usually a fifty-fifty mix of careful planning and flying by the seat of your pants. But not this week. This week everything felt improvised, and that had him worried. They’d come to Washington to protect Beatriz but were still making up basic mission elements as they drove from the airport to the British embassy.

“Where’s our rendezvous?” he asked. “In case something goes wrong.”

“Great question,” Mother said as he tried to think of one. “How about…”

“There,” Monty offered as she pointed through the windshield. “But on the other side.”

They’d just crossed a bridge into the city and were approaching the back of the Lincoln Memorial, one of the most famous monuments in Washington.

“Perfect,” Mother said. “It’s easy to get to, open late, and there are plenty of tourists to help us blend in. The Lincoln Memorial’s our emergency RV.”

“What about a panic word?” Paris asked.

“I know we’ve used it a couple times lately, but I like Apple Jack,” Brooklyn said. “It’s easy to remember, and it’s been good luck for us.”

“I like it too,” added Sydney.

“Done,” Mother said. “If you hear ‘Apple Jack,’ that means it’s time to scramble and meet up in front of old Honest Abe.” He paused for a moment and let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m really sorry that this feels so scattered.”

“It couldn’t have been helped,” Monty said. “I think it’s amazing that we’ve pulled it together as well as we have.”

It had only been three days since Brooklyn and Kat had identified the bombers and their possible threat to Beatriz in Washington. There simply hadn’t been enough time to plan a full-fledged mission.

“What else do we need to figure out?” Sydney asked.

“It doesn’t matter because we’re already here,” Monty said as they pulled up to the embassy’s guardhouse. “Don’t worry. We’re going to do fine. You all have the skills, and more importantly, you all have the right instincts. What’s the Motherism? The essential part is that you trust your heart. When the time comes, you’ll know what to do.”

“Or, put another way,” Mother added with a wry grin, “ready or not, here we come.”

Once they’d cleared security, the team was greeted by a young man from the protocol office. Sydney took an instant liking to his sense of style. He wore a maroon two-button blazer and a pair of classic black oxford shoes and kept his hair long on the top but tapered on the sides. “Welcome to Washington,” he said with an easy smile. “My name’s Alex Kelleher, and I’ll be your contact here at the British embassy. If you need anything, I’m the one you call.”

“Nice to meet you,” Monty replied. “I’m Alex, too, Alexandra Montgomery, and we’re the team from the Foundation for Atmospheric Research and Monitoring. Thanks for helping us out on such short notice.”

“Anything for our young hero.” Kelleher turned to Rio and added, “The ambassador asked me to tell you that she’s sorry she wasn’t able to greet you in person but wanted you to know how proud we are to have you as our guest, Rafael.”

“Thank you,” Rio responded, trying not to blush.

Although the continued attention embarrassed him, Rio’s heroics were essential to what little plan they had. The Brazilian Ministry of Science had already reached out to Monty about honoring Rio, so she informed them that he and the rest of the FARM team would be in Washington meeting with climate researchers at the same time Beatriz was in town. The Brazilians jumped at the chance to bring them both together and said that they would arrange a ceremony for him.

“I’m sure you’re tired from your flight, so why don’t I show you to your rooms? There are three main buildings on the campus,” Kelleher said as he led them across the compound. “The one that looks like a country estate is the ambassador’s residence. We call the other two the new and old chanceries. The new has most of our office and meeting space, and the old has temporary staff quarters. That’s where you’ll be staying.”

“Have you been able to work out the visit details with the Brazilian embassy?” Monty asked.

“Finalized them about an hour ago,” Kelleher said. “At eleven thirty, I’ll escort you and Rafael there for lunch with Beatriz Santos and the other activists heading to Capitol Hill this afternoon.” He paused and turned to Mother. “I’m sorry, but we were only able to get the two of them cleared for this.”

“Not a problem,” he replied. “The rest of us have plenty of work to do.”

“That’s great, but please be back and ready to go by six,” he replied. “I promised them you’d be on time so as not to disrupt the masquerade party.”

“Masquerade party?” Cairo asked.

“Every year the Brazilian embassy hosts a big masquerade party as part of their Carnival celebration,” he explained. “It was already scheduled for tonight at seven, so they’re going to hold Rafael’s ceremony at six thirty. After that, you’re invited to stay and enjoy the festivities. It should be a great time.”

Sydney asked, “But if it’s a masquerade party, don’t we need—”

“We took the liberty of getting an assortment of masks for you to choose from,” Kelleher said, anticipating her question. “They’re in your rooms.”

“Wow,” Sydney said. “You thought of everything.”

“That’s the job,” he replied with a proud smile.

They entered the old chancery building, and as they walked down the hall, a steady stream of people stopped to welcome and congratulate Rio.

“How do they know who I am?” he asked uneasily.

“The ambassador’s been bragging about you,” Kelleher replied. “She sent out an email to the entire staff that included a link to the video of you rescuing people on the boat. You’re a big deal around here today. I’m supposed to make sure you don’t get Ringo-ed.”

“Ringo-ed?” Rio asked.

“As in Ringo Starr, the drummer for the Beatles,” he answered. “They played their first American concert here in Washington. Afterward, they came to the embassy for a reception, and one of the diplomats got so excited that he cut off a chunk of Ringo’s hair as a souvenir.”

Rio reflexively put his hands up to protect his hair.

“This just keeps getting better and better,” Sydney joked.

“Anyway, this is it, your home away from home,” said Kelleher. “I wish I could say it was posh, but it’s not. It wasn’t really built for eight, so we had to improvise.”

“There’s been a lot of that on this trip,” Monty said. “I’m sure it’s fine.”

“Here are the keys,” Kelleher replied as he handed them to her. “And my card. I meant what I said. If you need anything, I’m the one you call. Twenty-four seven.”

“Thank you,” Monty replied. “We’ll be sure to remember that.”

He left them, and the moment they were inside the suite with the door closed, Sydney exclaimed, “Okay, he’s awesome.”

“Am I the only one who thinks he’s a spy?” Paris asked.

“Oh no,” Sydney responded. “He’s definitely MI6. He wants us to know that if we need help, we really can call him.”

“It would make sense,” Mother said. “After all, Tru is the one who made the arrangements with the embassy.”

“Too bad she couldn’t have made hotel arrangements,” Sydney said. “To say this isn’t posh is an understatement.”

The setup looked like a cross between an apartment and a college dorm. There were two bedrooms, a small living room, a kitchenette, and just enough cots and couches for everyone to have a place to sleep.

“It may not look like much,” Mother said. “But it’s safe and has the encrypted network access that Brooklyn needs to link with Beny.”

“Thanks for that,” Brooklyn said, smiling as she set up her laptop on the kitchen table.

“The masquerade party’s an interesting development,” Paris said, looking through the masks that had been left for them. “Do we think that’s where Peanut, Butter, and Jelly are going to make their move on Beatriz?”

“It would follow their pattern,” Kat said. “They already used masks to hide their identities in Venice.”

“It makes sense,” Mother replied. “But we can’t count on it. These three are daring and dangerous, which means they’re liable to strike at any time.” He turned to Brooklyn. “Any word from Beny about their location?”

“Their phones still haven’t been turned on,” she answered. “I’ve programmed him to alert me the instant they are.”

“Okay, then, you all know what we’re up against,” he replied. “Rio and Monty, you two are going to be with Beatriz all afternoon. I wish we had more to tell you than stay close and look out for anything suspicious, but that’s all we’ve got.”

“We’ll make it work,” Rio said, trying to sound confident.

“While you’re doing that, the rest of us are going to retrace P, B, and J’s footsteps and see if we can figure out what they’re up to,” Mother continued.

“It sounds like a plan,” Sydney said.

“All except for one thing.” Mother turned to Rio. “You’re the one who got us here, so you should be the one to say it.”

In a mission full of improvisation, this was the one thing that followed a script. Rio smiled as he looked at the others and said, “This mission is hot. We are a go.”








18. Embassy Row

THE BRITISH AND BRAZILIAN EMBASSIES were just two doors down from each other on Massachusetts Avenue. All that separated them was the embassy of Bolivia. But since that compound was much smaller, the other two wrapped around behind it and met at a brick wall in back. In that way, Rio’s two homelands shared a border, albeit one that was only six meters long.

To Rio, however, the countries couldn’t seem farther apart, and he felt conflicted about that as he and Monty walked to lunch with Alex Kelleher. That feeling only intensified when the protocol officer asked him something that should’ve been easy to answer.

“I know this may be a sensitive question,” he said, “but are you British or Brazilian?”

Rio stopped and gave him a curious look. “What do you mean?”

“My counterpart at the Brazilian embassy needs to know,” Kelleher replied. “There are two potential medals they could award you this evening. One is reserved for Brazilian citizens, and the other is for foreigners. The passport information I have for you is from the UK, but Beatriz told them that you were from Rio de Janeiro. So I wasn’t sure if you might have dual citizenship.”

The word “foreigners” surprised him. How could he be a foreigner in his native country?

“I’m both,” he said. “I mean, I was born in Brazil, and that’s who I root for in the World Cup. But I live in the UK, and that’s where my home and family are.” He thought about it for a moment. “However, the only passport I have is British, so from a strictly citizenship standpoint, I guess that’s the answer.”

“Perfect,” Kelleher said. “I’ll take care of it from there. You know, in a way, you remind me of this statue.”

Ahead of them was a small garden next to the sidewalk that featured a statue of former British prime minister Winston Churchill. His left hand held a cane and cigar while his right hand was raised with his fingers making a V for victory, a symbol he popularized during World War II.

“How am I like a statue of Winston Churchill?” Rio asked, perplexed.

“Look at his feet,” he said. “He’s not standing; he’s in midstride, and the statue was built right atop the embassy’s boundary. That means he has one foot in the United Kingdom and the other in the United States. He connects the two. Like you with Brazil and the UK.”

“I like that,” Rio replied. “One foot in each country.”

“Come look at my favorite part.” Kelleher motioned for Rio and Monty to move behind Churchill. “Across the street there’s a statue of Nelson Mandela in front of the South African embassy. He’s raising a fist in triumph, and if you stand right here behind Sir Winston, it looks like they’re waving at each other and saying hello.”

“Nice,” Rio said with a laugh as he snapped a picture on his phone.

As they continued walking, Monty noticed the building next to the South African embassy. It was ornate, with Middle Eastern design elements and a striking blue dome on the roof. What caught her attention was the fact that it appeared to be vacant. There were no cars or people, and some of the windows along the side were boarded up.

“What’s the story there?” she asked.

Kelleher gave her a knowing look. “That’s the Iranian embassy. It’s been that way since 1979, when the US and Iran cut diplomatic relations.”

“You mean they’ve just left it empty for over forty years?” Rio asked.

“They have to,” he answered. “According to international law, the property is considered part of the country whose embassy sits on it. For example, once you pass the guard gate onto our compound, you leave the US and enter the UK. That means while you’re there, you’re subject to our laws and jurisdiction. The same is true for the Iranian embassy. Technically, that land is part of Iran. But the Iranians can’t come here and do anything with it, so it just sits there like a haunted house.”

“That’s so strange,” Rio said.

“Welcome to the wonderful world of international diplomacy,” Kelleher joked. “You’d be amazed at some of the quirks and peculiarities that are involved.”

Unlike the vacant building across the street, the Brazilian embassy was full of activity. It had a modern design that looked almost as if it were upside down, with the smallest floor on the ground level and larger ones above.

“I like it,” Rio said, admiring the building.

“So do I,” the protocol officer said. “This part of town is known as Embassy Row because it’s home to nearly one hundred different diplomatic missions. But the UK and Brazil were the first two here. That means we’re the trendsetters whom everybody else followed.”

Rio stepped onto the property, turned to Monty, and beamed. “First time I’ve been on Brazilian soil in three years.”

“Welcome home,” she replied.

Inside they were greeted by Kelleher’s counterpart from the Brazilian protocol office, who led them into a conference room that had been set up for a luncheon. Rio had only taken a few steps into the room before Beatriz nearly tackled him with a huge bear hug.

“My hero!” she exclaimed. “It’s so good to see you. You’re going to love lunch. It’s everything you’ve been missing in Scotland: feijoada, carne de sol, and pamonha. They even have a case of Guaraná,” she said, referring to the most popular soft drink in Brazil.

For a boy whose greatest passion was food, she was describing heaven. “Sounds amazing!”

“Come on,” she said, leading him to the table. “You’re sitting with me.”

She quickly introduced him to the other activists at the table. Two were from Brazil and a third from Ecuador. All were teens who championed causes to protect rainforests and the oceans. After lunch they were going to Capitol Hill so that they could meet with lawmakers about potential environmental legislation.

“It’s perfect that you’ll be joining us,” Beatriz said. “With your work at FARM, you can answer any questions about weather patterns.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said, “but you should probably do most of the talking.”

Although he’d been a little starstruck in Venice, Rio instantly felt comfortable at this table. It was as if he’d been teleported back to Brazil. He was surrounded by people speaking Portuguese and enjoying food that smelled and tasted like home. There was nothing foreign about it.

Meanwhile, Monty sat at the other end of the table with Beatriz’s advisor, Dr. Ferreira. “I feel like we’ve been banished to the kids’ table, but in reverse,” she joked.

Ferreira smiled and nodded. “I’ve gotten used to that feeling during my time with Bea.”

“How has she been since Venice? That was so terrifying.”

“She’s put on a brave face and tried to act like it was nothing, but I know that it’s shaken her,” he said. “I encouraged her not to make this trip, but as you can tell, my advice went unheeded. How about Rafael?”

“The same,” Monty replied. “Acting brave but shaken on the inside.”

“I’m quite glad he could join us today,” Ferreira said. “Normally, I try to convince her not to add people to her entourages, but Rafael’s different. We both owe him so much, and I know she feels better with him here.”

A man with short-cropped hair, a well-tailored suit, and aviator glasses entered the room and interrupted the conversation.

“Excuse me,” he said. “I hope everyone’s had a delicious lunch. My name’s André da Silva, and I’m the director of security here at the embassy. Along with some members of my staff, I’ll be escorting you on your trip today. We’re working with the Capitol police to protect you from any protesters.”

“Don’t worry,” Beatriz said, trying to act nonchalant. “We’re used to protesters.”

“Yes,” he replied. “But as you saw in Venice, not all of them are peaceful.”

The mention of Venice suddenly dampened Beatriz’s mood.

“All I’m asking is for you to keep your eyes open and listen to us,” da Silva continued. “We’re just trying to ensure your safety.”

“Thank you,” Rio said, pleased that he and Monty weren’t the only ones looking out for Beatriz.

Da Silva checked his watch. “It’s time to go, so if you’ll follow me to the parking lot, we’ve got two SUVs to take you to the Hill. Just leave everything on the table, and we’ll clean up here.” He turned his attention to Beatriz and added, “And don’t worry, we’ll make sure to recycle and compost.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a winning smile.

They left the room, and the embassy’s cleaning staff moved in to clear away the remnants of the luncheon. Before they could do that, however, a member of da Silva’s security staff went over to Rio’s seat. The man wore gloves as he gingerly picked up Rio’s empty Guaraná soda can and placed it in a plastic evidence bag so that he could take it to his office and collect Rio’s fingerprints.







19. Upside-Down CSI

“METICULOUS.”

That was a word Tru used to describe Mother in his most recent MI6 performance review. “Cool” and “calm” were two others. At the moment, however, none of these applied. As he tried to navigate DC traffic while chasing the phantom digital footprints of a potential GRU hit squad, the only adjectives that seemed to fit were “flustered” and “ill-prepared.”

He just couldn’t seem to wrap his head around the details with this mission. There were too many variables and too little time. When they reached a red light, he tried to collect himself by taking a deep breath and counting to ten. He hoped it would help him focus.

It didn’t.

He was so lost in thought that he didn’t realize another car was honking at him until Brooklyn gave him a nudge from the passenger seat.

“Mother,” she said, clearing her throat. “The light’s turned green.”

“Sorry,” he replied sheepishly before pulling into the intersection and quickly changing the subject. “Any word from Beny about P, B, and J?”

“None,” she answered, rechecking her messages for the umpteenth time. “They still haven’t turned on their phones.”

“That could be good news,” Paris offered hopefully. “Maybe we got it wrong and they’re not coming. They might’ve just been in town for some other reason.”

“Like what?” Sydney asked. “An international assassins’ convention? They’re coming.”

“Then they better hurry up,” he replied. “Beatriz leaves for New York tomorrow morning. That doesn’t leave much time for them to make their move.”

“Or us much time to figure out what that move is,” Kat reminded him.

“So what’s our plan?” Cairo asked.

“Upside-down CSI,” Mother answered.

Cairo wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. “Is that a real thing?”

“It’s a name we came up with,” Mother said. “Normally, a crime scene investigation team will block off the area where a crime’s been committed and look for clues and evidence that help them reconstruct a timeline of what happened.”

“Just like every cop show I’ve ever seen,” Cairo said.

“Exactly,” Paris said. “Except we want to catch these guys before they commit the crime. That means there’s no crime scene yet. Just potential ones.”

“Which is where Beny comes in,” Brooklyn explained. “He sifted through all their phone data and came up with five hot spots where they spent most of their time when they were in DC last week. One of those should be the crime scene.”

“We’re going to check them out and look for clues that help us pre-construct a timeline before it happens,” Sydney added. “Like a CSI team, except in the opposite order.”

“Which makes it upside down,” Cairo replied, getting it. “I like it.”

“I just call it reverse engineering,” Kat said from the rear of the van. “But that’s because I’m difficult and like science more than cop shows.”

“Whatever we call it, let’s hope it works,” Mother said. “Beny’s first hot spot is right around the corner.”

He turned the van, and much to everyone’s surprise, they found themselves pulling into the rear parking lot of the Smithsonian’s National Zoo.

“This is it? They hung out at the zoo?” Paris asked, perplexed. “How does that connect to Beatriz?”

“Does she have something scheduled here?” Sydney suggested. “Like a photo op with rainforest animals?”

“They’ve got a bee-themed playground,” Kat said, reading from the zoo’s website on her phone. “Maybe that connects to her and the Swarm.”

“You’re being too literal,” Brooklyn said. “It’s not necessarily the zoo.”

“I thought this was the hot spot?” Cairo asked.

“It is, but the data’s not like it was in Venice,” she answered. “There, the police continually track all phones in the city. That let us make an actual map of where P, B, and J went. Here, all we’ve got to go on are random tower pings.”

“How do those work?” Sydney asked.

“A phone pings off a cell tower whenever it makes a call, sends a text, or uses data,” she explained. “But beyond that, it only checks in a few times a day. So we don’t really know where the phone was, just the locations of the towers it pinged. Beny used that data to triangulate the pings and give us latitude and longitude for likely locations. That means it could be the zoo, the parking lot, the park across the street, or the house around the corner. It’s just somewhere near here.”

Suddenly, a difficult task seemed even more daunting.

“It’s a great first step,” Mother said, trying to rally the others. “Let’s spread out and look for anything that may be relevant. Remember to take lots of pictures. Something that seems insignificant now may turn out to be important later on.”


HART SENATE OFFICE BUILDING—UNITED STATES CAPITOL COMPLEX

Rio, Beatriz, and the other activists rode to Capitol Hill in a pair of large black SUVs with heavily tinted windows. It was Rio’s first visit to the city, and as they drove along Independence Avenue, he admired the Washington Monument, Smithsonian Castle, and other landmarks.

Beatriz leaned over and asked, “Remember when we were in Venice and you wanted to know if I liked being famous and having people shout my name?”

“Of course,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

“Because you’re about to see the other side of fame.”

As one of the most recognizable faces in the environmental movement, Beatriz was a polarizing figure. For those who supported her rainforest campaign, she was a hero, their Queen Bea. But to people who thought she was an extremist, Beatriz was a spoiled brat repeating simplistic views about a world that was more complicated than she understood. In Venice she’d been cheered by like-minded allies, but this was going to be different. There was a group of fifty angry protesters waiting for her when they arrived at the Hart Senate Office Building.

They began chanting the moment the SUVs parked.

“Be-a-triz should be a kid! Be-a-triz should be a kid!”

Rio cocked his head to the side. “I don’t get it. What does that even mean?”

“I get this one a lot,” she replied with an eye roll. “They want me to act my age and sit quietly in the corner.”

“And do you plan to do that?”

“Not so much,” she said with a laugh.

The protesters grew louder as the security detail tried to whisk her from the vehicle to the building. Some shouted and spat while others waved signs with slogans like NOT MY QUEEN and GO BACK TO SCHOOL. The most ominous read, REMOVE THE QUEEN AND THE HIVE WILL DIE.

If any of this bothered Beatriz, she didn’t let on. Instead she smiled and waved as though they were fans, which angered them more.

“Thank you so much for your support!” she shouted as she turned to take a selfie with them in the background. “Hashtag friendship goals.”

All the while Rio and Monty scanned the faces of the protesters, looking for any sign of Peanut, Butter, or Jelly.

“Must you rile them?” Dr. Ferreira admonished Beatriz once the group was safely inside.

“They were riled long before I got here,” she replied. “Besides, they don’t scare me.”

“I know that,” he replied. “But they should.”



MCMILLAN RESERVOIR

Hot spot number two was the Brazilian embassy, and number three was Spingarn High School. The embassy made sense because of its connection to Beatriz, but the school was even more confusing than the zoo. It’d been abandoned for more than a decade and looked like the setting of a dystopian movie. Now they were arriving at a lake in central Washington.

“Okay, this one worries me,” Mother said as he looked out at it.

“Why? What is this place?” Sydney asked.

“The McMillan Reservoir,” he replied. “It’s where the city of Washington gets all its drinking water.”

“And those guys were hanging out here?” Brooklyn said with a raised eyebrow. “That is troubling. Do you think they could poison it? Like they did to that journalist in Milton Keynes?”

“That’s my fear,” Mother answered.

“That might explain why they haven’t turned on their phones,” Paris said. “They don’t need to come back if they’ve already poisoned the water.”

“Except it makes no sense,” Kat retorted. “Why poison an entire city when your target is a single girl who’ll only be there for a day? It doesn’t fit their pattern.”

“True,” Cairo agreed. “But so far we’ve been to a zoo, an embassy, an abandoned high school, and a reservoir. There is no pattern.”

Sydney and Paris shared a look as if he’d done something wrong. Brooklyn, meanwhile, just shook her head and said, “Dude, you just poked the bear.”

“What did I say?” he asked.

“Oh, dear Cairo,” Kat said with mock disdain. “There’s always a pattern.”

Mother turned from the driver’s seat to face them. “Then we better find it.”

They got out of the rental van and surveyed the area. The campus of Howard University ran along one side of the reservoir, and a children’s hospital was on another.

“That’s a lucky break.” Brooklyn pointed at a cell tower next to the hospital. “All three phones pinged off this tower repeatedly with a strong signal. That means they were right here, and for an extended period.”

“Let’s brainstorm,” suggested Sydney. “The university has labs, playing fields, students, and professors. Maybe some of them were doing research about rainforests or some other environmental issue. The hospital also has labs as well as doctors, patients, scientific equipment, and all sorts of medicine and chemicals. Do any of those fit part of the pattern?”

“No,” Kat said confidently.

“What makes you say that so quickly?” Brooklyn asked.

“That,” Kat answered as she pointed across the street. “That’s the pattern.”

She was pointing toward a large parcel of land that looked as though it hadn’t been used in forty years. It was protected by a chain-link fence that stood ten feet tall and was topped with barbed wire. The property featured two rows of brick silos and nearly one thousand manholes spread out checkerboard-style for acres.

“What is it?” Brooklyn asked.

“I think it’s an outdated water-filtration plant,” Mother answered. He turned to Kat. “I don’t get it, though. How do you see that as part of the pattern?”

Kat scrolled through the photo gallery on her phone. “Look at this,” she said, enlarging one of the pictures. “I took it in that little ravine by the zoo.”

She showed the others the photo of a squat cinder-block maintenance shed. Judging by the plants that had grown over one side of it, it hadn’t been used in years.

“An abandoned shed,” Paris said.

“Right,” Kat replied. “Abandoned shed, abandoned high school, abandoned filtration plant. Abandoned is the pattern.”

“And the Brazilian embassy?” Sydney asked.

“Two crime scenes,” Kat explained. “One where they kidnap her—”

“And one where they hide her,” Mother interjected.

“Just like that government official down in Brazil,” Kat said.

“You never cease to amaze,” Mother said. “That’s great work, Kat.”

“So they kidnap her at the embassy during the masquerade party,” Sydney said. “And then hold her in one of the abandoned buildings.”

“It makes sense, and they’ve done it before,” Paris said.

“Good point,” Brooklyn said, looking at her phone. “But there may be a wrinkle. It’s not certain that the kidnapping’s going to happen at the embassy.”

“Why not?” Cairo asked.

“Because it looks like the fifth hot spot is right next to the Capitol, which is where Beatriz and Rio are right now.”








20. The Hideaway

THE TRAMCARS LOOKED LIKE THEY were made for a kiddie ride at a theme park. Except instead of taking children on a journey through Storybook Land, they ferried lawmakers back and forth through a tunnel beneath the US Capitol.

“Get ready for the shortest subway ride in the world,” Senator Rachel Webster joked as the doors slid open and they stepped on board.

Webster was a leading voice for environmental issues in the Senate, and officially Beatriz and her group were her guests for this visit. They’d already talked in her office, and now she was escorting them around to meet with other lawmakers. Rio and Monty sat across from her on the tram and were unaware that the other City Spies were trying to reach them. Like the rest of the group, they’d turned off their phones so as not to interrupt any of the conversations.

“Where are we going now?” asked Beatriz, who was seated next to the senator.

“My office,” Webster replied.

Beatriz gave her a confused look. “Weren’t we just in your office?”

“I have two. There is the main one where we just met and had our pictures taken.” She leaned over and adopted a conspiratorial tone. “And there’s a secret one.”

“Is that true?” Rio asked, delighted. “You have a secret office?”

“All senators do,” she replied. “We call them hideaways. I’m taking you to mine, but you have to promise not to tell anyone where it is, and you can’t take any pictures.”

Before Rio could respond, the subway reached its final destination.

“Told you it was short,” Webster said as they got up and disembarked. “Everyone, follow me. And remember, absolutely no pictures.”

Rio liked the senator very much. She was funnier and looser than he expected. Most of all, he liked that she didn’t speak down to them because they were kids. She led them on a twisty tour through the bowels of the Capitol basement and up a stone staircase that looked like something from a Scottish castle. Rio felt certain they were lost when they went down a dead-end hallway. But the senator reached an unmarked and unremarkable door and opened it.

“Welcome to my hideaway.” Inside was a somewhat cramped office with a desk, sofa, and wooden table. “Get in quick so I can close the door before anyone sees us.” The way she said it was playful but also serious.

“This is so cool,” Beatriz said. “When I saw the door, I thought for sure it was a closet.”

“Which is what we want people to think,” the senator explained. “There are one hundred of these hidden throughout the building. They’re not marked, and they’re not listed on any roster or directory.”

Rio was instantly reminded of their secret room back at the FARM. “Like a priest hole.”

“Exactly,” Webster said. “It’s a place where we can get work done without the distractions of the main office. It’s also great if you want to meet with someone away from any reporters, or even if you need to take a quick nap on a break during a long session.”

“If it’s a secret, why are you showing us?” Beatriz asked.

“The second of those reasons,” Webster replied. “This is a great place for privacy. There’s a senator I want you to meet, away from any media. Just so the two of you can talk.”

“Who is it?”

“Anderson Reed.”

Beatriz gave her a surprised look. “He hates me.”

“He doesn’t hate you,” Webster assured her.

“He hates what I stand for,” Beatriz countered.

“That may be true,” Webster admitted with a laugh. “But he’s willing to meet you. And although he and I disagree about almost every political position, he’s a good friend and a good person.” She locked eyes with Beatriz to take advantage of a teachable moment. “What you’ve done is amazing. But if you’re going to achieve all that you hope, you’re going to have to win over people like Anderson Reed. As hard as it is to talk to a thousand people, sometimes it’s even harder to talk to just one.”

A few minutes later there was a knock on the door, and Senator Anderson Reed entered by himself with no aides or entourage. He wore a dark blue suit, crisp white shirt, and purple tie with gold stripes. He was instantly commanding, six feet two inches tall with thinning silver-gray hair, and surprisingly likable with a winning smile and easy laugh.

“Hello, Rachel, who do you have here?” he said with a genteel Louisiana accent.

“Some very impressive young people,” Webster said. “I think they’re worth listening to.”

He flashed the smile. “Well, if you say so, I guess I should listen.”

Reed greeted each of them warmly, and then the senators and the activists crowded around the table while Monty and the other adults moved out of the way.

“Ms. Santos, before we get started, I sincerely want to tell you how sorry I am about what happened in Venice,” Reed said. “I’m so happy that you weren’t seriously injured.”

“Thank you,” Beatriz replied. “The credit for that goes to Rafael.” She nodded to Rio, who was sitting next to her. “He was the one who saved us.”

The senator’s eyes lit up, a smile on his face. “Is that right? Are you the one in the video of the boat?”

Rio nodded “Yes, sir.”

“Well done, young man,” Reed said with heartfelt admiration. “Very brave.”

“Like I told you,” Webster remarked. “Impressive young people.”

Reed turned to face Beatriz, who sat directly across the table. “You and I do not agree on much, but Senator Webster has suggested that we might have some common ground.” He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a thick-barreled pen and a small spiral notebook. “This is my favorite pen and a notebook I use to jot down ideas. Let’s hear what you have to say, and I’ll write down the parts I think might be useful. Now, how would you go about convincing an old dinosaur like me to become more environmentally friendly?”

Beatriz smiled and answered, “First I’d point out that although dinosaurs once ruled the world and seemed invincible, they went extinct as a result of catastrophic climate change.”

Reed laughed. “Nicely played.”

“Next I would talk about your home, Louisiana. It’s a state with a fragile ecosystem of bayous and coastlines—”

He interrupted her and added, “And a state with a fragile economy dependent on oil and gas production.”

“I understand,” she said, mildly flustered. “But isn’t commercial fishing also essential to your economy?”

“Very much so.”

“And commercial fishing relies on healthy oceans,” she argued.

“But you support increased restrictions on how much fish can be caught, which would devastate that industry.”

“More devastating than if the fish disappeared entirely?”

The two of them went back and forth like this for a tense five minutes. Beatriz was good, but Reed was better. He was a politician with thirty years of experience debating topics like this, and he did it by stating opinions that sounded reasonable. No matter what she said, he had a counterargument.

They were discussing logging in the Amazon rainforest when Rio noticed something that upset him. “Your page is empty,” he blurted, pointing toward the senator’s notebook. “You haven’t written anything.”

Reed was no longer the warm politician shaking their hands. He was now a cold-blooded political animal who dismissively said, “She hasn’t said anything worth writing down.”

The combination of what he said and how he said it took the wind out of Beatriz’s sails. She realized he was beyond convincing, which frustrated her. She hesitated, and he went in for the kill.

“I guess we’re done here,” the senator said.

When Beatriz didn’t respond, he started to get up.

“No, we’re not.” Rio leaned in, reached across the table, and snatched Reed’s pen. “Facts are like this pen,” he said, holding it up for everyone to see. “You like to take those facts and do this.” He pushed the tip of the pen against the table and applied pressure until it started to bend. “You take one basic piece of information but ignore the one that gives it meaning.” He continued pushing and bending the pen. “You bully your way through it until the truth has been completely twisted.” By now the pen was practically at a ninety-degree angle.

“Son, did you miss the part when I said that was my favorite pen?” Reed asked, seething. “It was a gift to me from the president of the United States.”

Rio looked at him sheepishly. “I’m sorry. You probably didn’t want me to bend it, then, did you?”

“That’s an understatement.”

Rio held the look for a moment and said, “Then it’s a good thing I didn’t.”

He opened his hand, and the pen clattered onto the table in perfect condition. It was one of the first magic tricks he’d learned. Everyone was stunned both by the trick and Rio’s boldness.

“You see, what I did to the pen was an illusion,” Rio continued. “I made it look like something it wasn’t. Just like your arguments are an illusion. You pick a couple facts and twist them so that you can undercut Beatriz, and I know why. You desperately do not want her to talk because you know that her argument is solid. Just like this pen.”

The room was silent as everyone waited for Reed’s reaction. He looked like he might explode, but instead he roared with laughter. It was a loud booming laugh that had the others join him.

“How did you do that?” Reed asked Rio. “You must show me.”

Rio instantly flashed back to what C had told them. There has to be something in it for both parties. “I’ll show you. But only after you use the pen to write down some of the key things Beatriz has to say.”

Reed weighed this before he turned to Beatriz. “Looks like he saved you again.”

While Rio and Monty were in the hideaway with Beatriz and the others, Mother and the rest of the team were in front of the building on the National Mall, the long grassy area that covered the two miles from the Capitol to the Lincoln Memorial. Known as America’s Front Yard, the Mall was home to iconic monuments and memorials as well as eleven different Smithsonian museums. It was also home to the fifth and final hot spot Beny had identified. Specifically, he had directed them to a location near the Capitol just in front of the United States Botanic Garden.

“How big a range are we talking here, Brooklyn?” Paris asked. “Because we’re within a few hundred meters of the Capitol, the National Gallery of Art, and the Air and Space Museum. There are a lot of possibilities.”

She looked at data on her phone as she answered. “The signal strength is very strong, which means they were close by.”

“I see museums, but you know what I don’t see?” Sydney asked. “Anything that’s been abandoned. There are no empty buildings, and I can’t picture them kidnapping Beatriz and hiding out in an Impressionist gallery of the art museum.”

“Which points to this being a place where she might be abducted rather than hidden,” Kat reasoned.

Sydney turned to Mother, who was on his phone. “Is that Monty?”

“Straight to messages,” he said, shaking his head. “Her phone is still turned off.”

“What about her nautilus?” Paris asked.

The nautilus was a tracker that each of them carried. It was small and rubbery, the size of a nickel, and most of them kept theirs in their pocket or shoe.

“Let me check,” Mother said as he pulled up the information on an app. “This says that she and Rio are both together in the Capitol building.”

“Which should mean that Beatriz is with them too,” Sydney reasoned.

“Okay, so do we spread out again and search the area?” Cairo asked.

“We don’t have to separate,” Brooklyn said, excited. “Peanut, Butter, and Jelly didn’t go to the Capitol. They went to the botanic garden.”

“How do you know that?” Kat asked. “I thought the cell data could only give you a range, not a specific location.”

“Yes, but there’s one thing the botanic garden has that none of the other hot spots do,” Brooklyn said happily.

“What?” Paris asked eagerly.

“Free Wi-Fi,” Brooklyn responded. “They accessed it for nearly forty-five minutes, which means it’s definitely our final hot spot.”

The United States Botanic Garden was part of the Capitol grounds. It featured a giant greenhouse, known as a conservatory, whose aluminum-and-glass roof protected two courtyards, ten garden rooms, and more than forty thousand plants.

They entered the building and started poking around. “Why do you think they came in here?” asked Paris.

“I bet it has something to do with this,” Sydney said as she showed them a flyer she’d picked up from the information desk.
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“That’s Beatriz’s mentor,” Cairo said. “If she’s coming with him, they could be planning to kidnap her during the talk.”

“That makes total sense, except she won’t be here,” Sydney said. “She’ll be at Rio’s medal ceremony. It starts at six thirty, and there’s not enough time for her to be in both places.”

“But they didn’t know that a week ago,” Kat offered. “The decision to honor Rio was made in the last couple days.”

“Which means that might’ve been what they were going to do, but Rio messed that up,” Paris said.

“There’s one other thing we need to consider,” Mother said. “What if Beatriz isn’t the target?”

“What do you mean?” asked Brooklyn.

“Dr. Ferreira was on that boat too,” Mother answered. “He could’ve been the target all along. And if he’s an expert in poisons, that might be something of great interest to a GRU black ops team.”

“So now we’ve got two possible abduction points,” Paris said. “Here and at the embassy.”

Mother thought this through for a moment. “It would appear so.”

Brooklyn’s phone dinged to announce a text. She looked at it and frowned.

“What?” Sydney asked. “Is it Monty and Rio?”

“No. Peanut, Butter, and Jelly,” Brooklyn answered. “They just turned on their phones here in Washington.”







21. Masquerade

THE BRAZILIAN AMBASSADOR LIVED IN a three-story mansion next to the embassy. Named McCormick House after its first owner, the residence was designed by the same architect who designed the Jefferson Memorial and the National Gallery of Art. It was here, in a second-floor salon, that Rio was about to be awarded the Ordem Militar de São Sebastião. The setting was intimate and elegant with fine art, antique furniture, and a balcony overlooking the lawn.

“You look a little antsy,” Monty said to Rio as they waited for the ceremony to begin. “Are you nervous?”

He hesitated before admitting, “Maybe fifteen percent.”

“What about the other eighty-five?”

“Five percent hungry and eighty percent proud.”

“Hungry and proud! Perfect. We are all one hundred percent proud, by the way. Although, since this is your first time getting a fancy hero award, I thought I’d give you one piece of advice for the ceremony.”

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Don’t do any magic tricks with the ambassador’s pen,” she joked. “His sense of humor might not be as good as the senator’s.”

“Good tip.” He laughed, which eased his nerves. “You think we’ve got it covered for the party tonight?”

“Absolutely,” Monty said. “I looked around the ground floor when we arrived, and it sets up well. You and Sydney just need to stick with Beatriz wherever she goes, which shouldn’t be too hard because she absolutely adores you.”

This comment pleased Rio, although he didn’t respond.

“Meanwhile, everybody else will cover the exits and keep track of who’s coming and going. I’ll be at the top of the spiral staircase so I can direct traffic, and Mother will be our eyes on the street once he’s able to get here.”

Because there was a chance that Dr. Ferreira was the kidnapping target, Mother thought it was important to go to his speech at the botanic garden instead of coming to the ceremony. Afterward, he was going to set up outside the embassy so that he could surveil all the arrivals at the party.

Rio flashed a disappointed look at the mention of Mother. “I understand why he has to miss it, but I really wish he could be here to see this.”

“He’s devastated about it,” Monty replied. “He made Sydney and me promise to videotape every second. I think he may be planning to have everyone reenact the medal ceremony when we get back home. I’m not kidding about that, by the way.”

Alex Kelleher entered the room, and while the door was open, they could hear the party getting underway down the hall.

“Is everything okay?” Rio asked when Kelleher approached him. “We were supposed to start twenty-five minutes ago.”

“It’s all related to the party,” he assured them. “The caterers got here late, and guests have already started arriving, but Beatriz and the ambassador were delayed. They’re on their way now. Before they arrive, though, let me just say—”

“I know. No magic tricks,” Rio said. “Monty already warned me.”

“Actually, I was just going to say congratulations, but the no-magic thing is a very good idea.” He turned to Monty. “We’d better take our seats.”

There were four rows of wooden chairs, and the two of them sat behind the rest of the team. Also in attendance were the activists who’d gone to the Capitol, some embassy staffers, and a photographer.

Because the City Spies weren’t accustomed to formal events, they didn’t know the proper etiquette when Ambassador Joaquim Vargas entered through a side door alongside Beatriz. Just to be safe, they stood, and the other attendees, also unsure, followed suit.

“Please be seated,” the ambassador instructed as he reached the podium. “I’m afraid my participation tonight will have to be brief because, as you know, we are hosting a very large party this evening.”

He motioned for Rio to join Beatriz and him at the podium.

“It is nice to finally meet you,” the ambassador said, shaking Rio’s hand.

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Ambassador.”

“Beatriz tells me that you are a Carioca, like the two of us,” said the man.

Rio nodded warily, unsure if this would lead back to questions about his citizenship. “Yes, sir. Although I live in Scotland now.”

“It does not matter where you live,” said Vargas. “You will always be a Carioca. It’s in your blood.”

“Yes, sir.”

The ambassador turned to the attendees. “For those who do not know, a Carioca is someone from Rio de Janeiro. As it happens, São Sebastião is the name of a magnificent cathedral in our great city. But that is not why this award is called that. It was named in honor of São Sebastião because he is the patron saint of courage and bravery. And since your courage and bravery saved Beatriz, it’s only fitting that she be the one who presents it to you.”

He handed Beatriz a black velvet box slightly larger than a phone.

“Now, I apologize, but my protocol office informs me that it would be a tremendous breach in etiquette if I am not present to receive guests as they arrive at the party, so I must leave now.”

He beelined straight for the door and was gone less than two minutes after he arrived. Three things about this struck Monty as odd. First, although she knew the ambassador wasn’t going to stay long, she thought he’d be there longer than that. Second, based on her phone conversations the previous few days, she was under the impression that he was going to be the one to present the medal. Most surprising, though, was that the photographer didn’t take any pictures of the ambassador standing with Beatriz and Rio. It was the type of photo op most politicians craved.

“Now it’s just us kids,” Beatriz joked to the others once the ambassador was gone. “Well, there are a few adults, but we’ll let you stay as long as you behave yourselves.”

She stepped up to the podium and took a deep breath before starting.

“I am so fortunate that I met Rafael when I did. Not only did he save my life, but he has also inspired me. He inspired me that day in Venice because he kept calm when nobody else did. And he inspired me today at the Capitol because he reminded me that it’s important to stand up to bullies.”

Rio was surprised by how emotional this made him feel.

“There is a formal decree that I am supposed to read to make this official.” Beatriz pulled a folded piece of paper out of her pocket and opened it on the podium. “In honor of his bravery and heroism, Rafael Rocha is hereby awarded the Ordem Militar de São Sebastião for his acts that saved multiple lives. He was nominated for this honor by the Brazilian Ministry of Science, and it is being bestowed on this day in the city of Washington, DC.”

She opened the box and described the medal to the audience.

“On the front it has three arrows, which symbolize São Sebastião. On the back is the phrase ‘Order and Progress,’ which is the motto of Brazil. And the ribbon is green, yellow, and blue, like our flag.”

She held it up so the audience could admire it, and then she showed it to Rio.

Throughout the past few weeks he’d felt awkward whenever someone referred to him as a hero, but at this moment the emotion of it overwhelmed him, and a few tears streamed down his cheek. This melted the hearts of his family watching from the front row.

“It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion.

Beatriz pinned it onto the left breast of his blazer, and everyone jumped to their feet and erupted with applause.

“Thank you,” Rio said softly.

“I don’t think that is going to satisfy them,” Beatriz joked. “You need to give a little speech.”

“I don’t have anything prepared.”

“I’m sure you can wing it,” Beatriz said playfully. “You’re good at that.”

There were fewer than fifteen people in the room, but for someone who was normally a natural performer, Rio found it difficult to come up with the right words.

“I can’t tell you how much this honor means to me,” he said, looking down as he talked. “Earlier today I was asked if I was British or Brazilian. I’ve thought about that all day and couldn’t decide on the proper answer. I realized that for some time now I’ve been both, with one foot in each country.” He paused to collect himself. “But right now, with this amazing award in this beautiful house, it feels that, for the moment at least, I have both feet in one. I am a Carioca. I am Brazilian. And that makes me happy.”

As the audience burst into applause, Rio looked up. That was when he noticed the two men who’d just entered the room. One was André da Silva, the security chief who had addressed them before they went to the Capitol. The other was Rafael Rocha. The real Rafael Rocha. The street vendor whose name Rio took as a way to honor a man who helped him survive on the streets of Copacabana Beach.

Rio recognized his face instantly but was beyond confused as to what he could be doing so far from home. His first thought was that the real Rafael had somehow heard he was receiving the award and had come to celebrate with him. But that was impossible. There was no way he could have. Then a more sinister thought came to mind, and he realized that Rocha’s arrival was a very bad development.

“Well, I want to congratulate you and thank you,” Beatriz said.

She went to say something else, but Rio interrupted her.

“Excuse me,” he said. “There’s one more thing I’d like to say.”

“Of course,” Beatriz replied. “What is it?”

Rio was now fully composed. He was in spy mode, and when he saw the intense expression on the face of the security chief, he knew there was only one thing to do.

“Apple Jack!”







22. Coffee and Tea

DR. ALBERTO FERREIRA LOOKED AT the empty seats and sighed. It’s not that he expected a large crowd to come hear him speak about poisonous plants, but only seven people had bothered to show up. Even worse, two wore matching blue polos that identified them as staff members at the botanic garden. Three weeks earlier he’d watched Beatriz electrify a crowd of thousands cheering her name. With this group he’d be lucky if even one stayed until the end.

“Do you want to wait and see if more people show up? Or would you rather start now?” asked a staffer with T. BLACKWOOD—HORTICULTURE embroidered on her shirt.

It seemed ridiculous to give a speech to such a small group, but there was the very real possibility that if he didn’t start soon, some of the seven might leave.

“Now is fine,” Ferreira said. “I can always recap the highlights for any late arrivals.”

The woman nodded thoughtfully. “I’m sure people are just stuck in traffic.”

“Actually, I prefer it like this,” he lied. “With an intimate group, we can have a real discussion.”

In addition to the staffers, Ferreira’s intimate group included a college student, a retired landscaper, two members of the Fairfax Ferns Garden Club, and an MI6 agent who came not to listen, but to look. Mother took a seat in the back row and began to figure out possible kidnap scenarios in case Peanut, Butter, and Jelly crashed the lecture.

“My name’s Tracy. I’m a gardener in the horticulture department, and I’d like to welcome you to the Flower Power Speakers Series,” the staffer said as she introduced Ferreira. “Our guest this evening is a renowned botanist from the Brazilian Ministry of Science—and a close advisor to the absolutely amazing Beatriz Santos. Please welcome Dr. Alberto Ferreira.”

Absolutely amazing. Even in his own introduction, Ferreira lived in the shadow of his teenage protégée.

“Thank you,” he said. “I am delighted to be speaking here in this wonderful shrine to plants. There’s much to discuss, so as we botanists like to say, ‘Let’s dig down into the soil and get our hands dirty.’ ”

While he talked, Mother surveyed the scene looking for vulnerabilities. The biggest were in the Garden Court, an atrium near the entrance of the building. Ferreira’s demonstration table was set up between two long fountains and positioned so that the garden rooms of the greenhouse were his backdrop. It was a photographer’s dream but a security nightmare.

The greenhouse contained a labyrinth of plants and pathways, which provided countless hiding places for P, B, and J. They could easily come from behind Ferreira and grab him before anyone knew what was happening. Their escape route wouldn’t be ideal, but it was near enough to the exit so that they could make it outside and onto the street before any police arrived.

“I have loved plants ever since I was a boy growing up outside Manaus in the middle of the Amazon rainforest,” Ferreira continued. “And I learned at a young age that looks can be deceiving. Some of the most beautiful plants are also some of the deadliest.”

Mother looked at the map he’d taken from the information desk and studied the layout of the garden rooms. There were ten of them connected by a serpentine pathway. The largest was the tropics house, an indoor jungle growing beneath a glass-and-aluminum dome standing ninety-three feet high. This was the room directly behind Ferreira.

“This evening I’ve brought two flowers,” Ferreira said as he motioned to a pair of trumpet-shaped blossoms on the table, one pink, one yellow. “Both are beautiful, but one is poisonous and the other is an essential ingredient in cancer medicines.”

He dramatically held up two vials of clear liquid. “These are their extracts, but which is which?” He humorously moved them around like he was a magician. “This dilemma is why we need to coordinate responsible development in the rainforest with scientists who truly understand it. Because if you don’t know the answer, you might choose the wrong one.”

Without hesitation, he drank one of the liquids, and the audience gasped.

He let out a refreshing “ah,” which brought a laugh. But then he started to gag and clutch his throat. Mother had been so focused on the possibility of an abduction that he hadn’t thought about the fact that P, B, and J had already poisoned Andrei Constantine, the Russian journalist hiding in Milton Keynes. He leaped to his feet, but then Ferreira flashed a huge grin.

“Gotcha!” he said. “I always know which one is which.”

Mother chuckled and sat back down. The stunt was delivered with practiced timing and reminded him of Rio’s magic show in Copacabana. He was certain Ferreira did it at most of his speeches as a way to liven up a crowd.

“Now that I have your attention,” said the doctor, “let’s talk about the need to better understand the secrets of the Amazon rainforest.”

Mother listened for nearly forty-five minutes as the botanist discussed the amazing biodiversity in his home country. The jungles of the Amazon were home to more than sixty thousand plant species, most of them still unidentified. He stressed how some were dangerous and others offered potential breakthroughs for science and technology.

Mother found it interesting but a little dry. He wasn’t really a plant person. It looked as if the fake poisoning might be the only exciting part of the talk, until he glimpsed a man moving through the tropics house. He was tall and wore a winter hat that masked his hair color. Even so, Mother felt certain it was Butter, the bomber who’d driven the truck from Moldova to Venice.

He didn’t get a good enough look to know for sure, so he needed to move closer without alerting him of his presence. On the map he saw that he could loop around behind the man by going through the garden rooms along the edge of the conservatory.

Ferreira slumped in disappointment when he saw Mother get up and go. Two people had already left, so this departure lowered the audience count to four. Mother wasted no time as he moved through the prehistoric plant life of the Primeval Garden, the lush vegetation of Hawaii, and the succulents and cacti of the World Deserts.

Each room had a different climate and temperature, and when he reached the tropical garden, he stepped into an environment that was eighty degrees and humid, a stark contrast to the winter weather outside. Mother breathed in the sweet smell of magnolia and heard the distant murmur of people talking.

Butter wasn’t alone.

If Mother stayed on the path, there’d be no way to keep from being seen. He needed a more surreptitious route and found it hanging above. A catwalk with steel grating wrapped around the garden so that visitors could immerse themselves in the tree canopy. He quietly scaled the stairs and headed toward the sound of the voices.

Peanut, Butter, and Jelly were there, tucked away in an alcove shielded from view by a pair of palmettos. Mother snapped a couple pictures and then crept closer to eavesdrop on their conversation. As he did, he was startled by a mister whirring to life and spraying water vapor in the air. Luckily, he managed to roll out of view before Peanut looked up to see what had caused the noise.

Mother was able to pick up some of what they were saying.

“Ona dolzhnabyla byt’ zdes’, v botanicheskom sadu,” Butter said angrily.

“Kak skoro my poydem?” asked Jelly.

“Pyatnadtsat’ minut,” replied Peanut.

“Botanicheskom” referred to the botanic garden, and “Pyatnadtsat’ minut” meant “fifteen minutes.” If they were going to do something in fifteen minutes, that didn’t leave much time.

As far as stopping them, his options were limited. He didn’t have any authority to arrest or detain them, so his only hope was protecting Alberto Ferreira from them. He had to get back to the botanist before they did. He took another photo and left.

He was careful as he moved along the catwalk and eased down the stairs, but once he reached the desert room, he began to hurry. He only hesitated once, when he was momentarily overwhelmed by a foul odor in the prehistoric garden. It was produced by a massive plant that smelled like rotting flesh and was appropriately named the corpse flower.

When he got back to the atrium, the lecture was over, and there was no sign of Ferreira. Was his Russian so poor that he misunderstood the time? Could they have already taken him?

He rushed outside the building and was relieved to see Ferreira buying coffee from a food truck called Beltway Brew.

“You’re back,” the botanist said when Mother came up to him.

“I’m sorry about that,” Mother replied.

Ferreira waved him off. “I understand that not everyone finds this as interesting as I do.”

“On the contrary,” Mother said. “I think it’s fascinating. I just had to take care of something, but I’m intrigued by botany.”

“Really?” The doctor smiled. “Can I treat you to a coffee? It’s summer back in Brazil, so I’m not used to this cold.”

Mother realized that if they chatted, he could stay close to him. “I’d love a cup of tea.”

Ferreira laughed. “The story of our countries as told in hot beverages. Coffee for Brazil and tea for England. At least, that’s where I’m guessing you’re from, based on your accent.”

“That’s right,” Mother said. “London.”

Ferreira ordered the tea and turned back to talk to Mother. “There are such wonderful gardens in London. Do you have a favorite?”

“It’s hard to choose just one,” Mother said as his mind raced to come up with a good answer. “I’d probably go with Queen Anne’s Rose Garden, although I love the cherry blossoms in Regent’s Park.”

Ferreira handed Mother his tea and said, “For me it would have to be the crocuses in Battersea Park. They’re spectacular.”

“Aren’t they?” Mother replied.

They each took a sip of their drinks, and Ferreira asked, “So what brought you to my talk tonight?”

“I’m a bit of a botany buff and was intrigued by the subject matter,” Mother replied.

“A botany buff from London?” Ferreira gave him a look. “Who doesn’t know that the roses are Queen Mary’s, not Anne’s, and the cherry blossoms are in Kew Gardens?”

“Wow,” Mother said, shaking his head. “I missed both, huh?”

“I bet I know exactly who you are,” Ferreira said tartly. “You’re a journalist from one of the British tabloids. You’re trying to use me to get an exclusive interview with Beatriz Santos.”

“No. Of course not. That couldn’t be further from the truth.”

“Then why were you here?”

Like everything else on this mission, Mother felt like he was three steps behind. He couldn’t afford to scare off Ferreira, because he needed to stay close in order to keep him safe. He decided to try something novel.

“To protect you,” Mother said.

“What?”

“I came here tonight to protect you.”

Ferreira laughed. “From whom? Three senior citizens and a disinterested college student?”

“No,” Mother said as he pulled up the passport photos of Peanut, Butter, and Jelly. “These men.”

Ferreira’s eyes filled with fear. “I think I’ve seen them before. Who are they?”

“Very bad people,” Mother answered. “This was them ten minutes ago.”

He showed him one of the pictures he had taken of them in the tropics house.

“They’re here? At the botanic gardens?”

“Not only that,” Mother replied, “but they were in Venice, too. I think they want to hurt you or Beatriz. That’s why I came tonight.”

Ferreira was fully panicked. “I have to warn her,” he said, trying not to be overwhelmed. “I have to protect her.”

Mother scanned for any sign of P, B, and J and then put a consoling hand on Ferreira’s shoulder. “First you need to stay calm.”

“But she’s just a teenager,” the botanist said, spiraling. “I promised her parents I’d take care of her.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got people watching her,” Mother said, trying to reassure him.

“People? What kind of people?”

“I’ll explain, but first we need to get you to her. Where’s your car?”

“I don’t have one. The embassy is sending someone to pick me up.”

Mother looked around again and was relieved that he saw no signs of P, B, and J.

“You shouldn’t be out here in the open. Why don’t I drive you?”

Ferreira hesitated, unsure if he should get in a car with a stranger. But he was so worried about Beatriz that he relented. “Okay.”

“Let’s move quickly.”

Mother led him to a nearby parking lot, keeping an eye out to make sure they weren’t being followed. They got into the car and locked the doors, but when Mother went to press the ignition, Ferreira reached over and stopped him.

“Wait,” he said. “Before we go anywhere, I need to know who you are. How do you know these things? How do I know you’re not the person trying to harm Beatriz and me? How do I know that I’m not leading you right to her?”

Mother paused and took a sip of tea as he tried to think of what he could answer without blowing his cover.

“It’s complicated. There’s only so much I can…”

His speech began to slur, and his vision turned blurry. One of the last things he saw was the empty vial in Ferreira’s hand as the poison took effect.







23. Apple Jack

“THE AIM IS ALWAYS TO stay hidden, so fame in all ways is forbidden.”

Of all the Motherisms, this was one of the most fundamental. Spycraft relied on anonymity. Agents were supposed to blend in, not stand out. But Rio had inadvertently turned that upside down when he saved Beatriz in such a public way. He’d stepped into the spotlight, and now he was going to pay the price. The only possible reason for the real Rafael Rocha to be there was so that he could identify the fake one. Rio’s cover was about to get blown in a spectacular fashion. But his first instinct was to protect the others.

“Apple Jack!”

The warning gave them a head start, a few extra seconds to read and react before chaos consumed the room. Paris looked over his shoulder and saw that some security guards had entered. Sydney quickly identified the nearest exits.

At the podium Rio turned to Beatriz and made an urgent plea. “I don’t know what they’re going to tell you about me, but it’s not true. I came here to protect you, and you’re still in danger.”

André da Silva, the embassy’s security chief, charged from the back of the room.

“Protect me?” Beatriz responded. “What are you talking—”

“Three men are trying to hurt you,” Rio said, cutting her off. “They set off the bomb in Venice, and now they’re here in Washington. Be careful. Trust no one.”

“That’s enough from you,” da Silva barked as he grabbed Rio by the arm and yanked him away from her.

“Wait,” Beatriz exclaimed. “What’s happening?”

Da Silva ignored her and motioned to one of the guards. “Get her out of here.”

Monty was furious with herself. She’d been suspicious something was wrong ever since the ambassador acted oddly, but she’d ignored that feeling because she was so swept up in the emotion of Rio’s moment. She leaped out of her seat and got right in da Silva’s face. “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded as he twisted Rio’s arm behind his back and pulled out handcuffs.

“I am arresting him,” he replied. “This is Brazilian soil, and he is in my jurisdiction.”

“Arresting him? On what charge?” Monty demanded.

“We’ll start with entering this embassy using a false identification.”

“And you’re basing this on what? A hunch?”

“Fingerprints and an eyewitness identification,” he said.

This was worse than she thought.

“I’m detaining you, too,” da Silva said. “You’re the one who brought him here, which makes you an accessory. I’m holding your entire group until we get this sorted out.”

It was only then that da Silva realized the rest of the City Spies were gone. Amid the confusion he’d been so focused on Rio that he didn’t notice them leaving as soon as they heard the distress signal.

“Find those kids and bring them to me,” an irate da Silva yelled at two of his officers.

Monty buried her face in her hands like she was overcome with emotion, but she was actually covering her mouth so she could discreetly speak to the team on the comms. “You are being pursued by at least two guards and need to get off this property immediately. You’re not back in the United States until you reach the sidewalk. Do you understand?”

“Copy that,” Paris said.

“What about Rio?” asked Brooklyn.

“I’m staying here with him,” Monty replied. “Paris, you’re the alpha.”

“Okay, everyone, let’s move it,” Paris said, instantly taking charge. “We’ve studied the exits, so scatter and make it hard on them. And by all means, wear your masks.”

The British embassy had given them masks for the masquerade party, and now they were using them to disguise themselves and blend in with the partygoers. The eyeholes restricted their vision, but concealing their identity was more important. Even though the celebration was at its early stages, there were enough people so they could easily disappear into the crowd.

While they were trying to escape, Rio was taken to a small security office far removed from any guests. Unlike the grand furnishings in the salon, this room was spartan, with little more than a metal table and two chairs. Da Silva told Rio to sit and handcuffed him to a steel handle in the middle of the table.

For a moment they sat opposite each other as da Silva tried to use the silence to intimidate him. Rio, though, had had enough MI6 interrogation training to know to stay calm and keep quiet.

“That was some trick you played today,” da Silva finally said. “With the senator’s pen. He deserved it, and you put him in his place. It made me like you. I actually hoped that the fingerprint match would come back negative and that the old man would say it wasn’t you. But you know that’s not what happened.”

He paused so that Rio could respond, but he stayed silent.

“You know, we never would have found him if you hadn’t used his name,” da Silva continued. “Back in Rio they were so excited about the brave young Carioca who’d saved Beatriz. But when they looked to find out more about you, they couldn’t find any records that matched. Then they started looking at all the Rafael Rochas in the city. They also ran your photo through the police database, and both led us to him. He’s the one who paid your fine when you got arrested for shoplifting. He’s a nice man. This is going to break his heart.”

Rio knew that he was trying to appeal to his emotions, but he didn’t take the bait. Instead, he listened for the others on his comms. His earpiece was tiny and had gone undetected. He heard as Kat, Brooklyn, and Paris all reported that they’d made it safely off the property. He also listened in as Monty was being held in a nearby room. She was talking to Alex Kelleher about getting someone from the embassy legal affairs office to come help.

Da Silva was annoyed by Rio’s attitude, so he tried to get a rise out of him. “I’m taking that back, by the way,” he said as he reached over and unpinned the medal from Rio’s blazer. “You don’t deserve to be anywhere near this.”

Rio flinched. This really hurt because the medal meant so much to him. But he still refused to engage with da Silva. He wanted to wait until everyone had announced over the comms that they were safely off the premises.

“Cairo, Sydney, what’s your status?” Paris asked over the comms.

“We’re a little bit trapped,” Sydney said. “They haven’t seen us yet, but the doors are blocked at the moment, and we’re still trying to blend in. How do things look outside?”

“Avoid the driveway exit,” Paris responded. “There are cars and limos pulling up and plenty of guards at the gate. It looks way too risky. When you get out, do a quick right toward the staff parking lot and the exit there. That’s the shortest distance to the sidewalk.”

“Roger that.”

Sydney and Cairo were in the largest room on the ground floor. It was known as the Sala dos Índios and was where the embassy hosted most of their special events. It was known for its distinctive hand-painted mural of the Indigenous people of Brazil. At the moment, however, it was in full Carnival mode, with brightly colored decorations and masked partygoers eating petiscos as samba music filled the air.

Embassy security was on the lookout but was hampered by the fact that there were so many important guests. They needed to be careful not to disrupt the party or make a scene that would be embarrassing. Sydney and Cairo hid among the diplomats and their families. Sydney had her eye on the doors, looking for an opening, but Cairo was distracted by something else. A woman across the room caught his eye. It was hard to tell in this situation, but she looked just like his mother.

Furthermore, she was wearing the same style of mask his mom had been wearing when she confronted him in Venice. He was incensed as he began to wonder if she had caused this. He thought about the phone that he’d secretly carried the past few weeks and worried that he’d helped lead her to them.

He’d just begun to walk across the room to confront her when Sydney grabbed him by the shoulder. “Now’s our chance,” she said. “Follow me.”

He hesitated, and she pulled him along.

“Now!”

They raced through the door and made it to a walkway leading to the parking lot. By the time a security guard noticed them, it was too late. They were already halfway to the street.

“We made it,” Sydney announced on the comms. “Cairo and I are clear and heading to the rendezvous.”

Rio smiled in the security office now that he knew everyone was safe. Monty was still in custody, but he had no doubt that they wouldn’t be able to hold her for long. She hadn’t done anything. Now it was time for him to take care of himself.

“It’s a lot to go through because of some shoplifting,” Rio said.

Da Silva smiled. “Finally, he speaks.”

“Dragging Rafael all the way up here wasn’t necessary.”

“You mean the real Rafael.”

“You said you had fingerprints,” Rio said. “Isn’t that enough?”

“We didn’t know for sure that we’d get them,” da Silva replied. “Besides, with extradition, judges prefer more than one method of identification.”

“Extradition?” Rio said, suddenly panicked and confused. “You’re taking me back to Brazil? Because of shoplifting?”

“No,” said da Silva with a steely glare. “Because you tried to kill Beatriz Santos.”

Rio was unable to hide his reaction to this. “What are you talking about?”

“In Venice.”

“You mean where I saved her life?”

Da Silva looked unimpressed. “From a bomb that you no doubt set in the first place. I’m assuming your plan was to try to win her over. Is it because you wanted to get closer to her? Or is it a smaller element of a bigger plan?”

Rio’s mind started scrambling. He thought they were just after him for using a false identity. This was much more serious than that.

“The rescue was suspicious from the beginning,” da Silva continued. “A boy who is a late addition to the event and then manages to talk his way onto the boat.”

“I didn’t talk my way onto anything. Beatriz invited me,” Rio exclaimed. “Just ask her.”

“Don’t look for any help from Queen Bea. Right now an officer from the Polícia Federal is explaining to her that you are not who you claim to be. I’m sure she’s going to doubt everything that’s happened with the two of you.”

It was all unraveling for Rio. “You have it wrong. I was there to help her. Just like I came here to help her.”

Da Silva laughed. “They are going to laugh you out of court with that one.”

The mention of court silenced Rio. The stakes were getting higher by the minute.

“The Great Encantado,” da Silva scoffed as he opened a copy of Rio’s police file and scanned it. “More like the Great Mentiroso—the Great Liar.”

“It wasn’t great,” Rio said. “It was amazing.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“My name,” Rio replied. “I was the Amazing Encantado. And that medal is mine.”

Rio reached for the medal, and da Silva went to block him. As he did, Rio grabbed the security officer by the wrist and slammed it against the tabletop. The move was lightning-quick, and when da Silva looked down, he was horrified to discover that he was now the one handcuffed.

Rio flashed a taunting grin. “Like I said, amazing.”

Da Silva tried to break free, but he was now shackled to the table. Rio darted out of his reach and raced out the door while da Silva called for help.

The instant Rio stepped into the second-floor hallway, he spoke into the comms. “Can anyone hear me?” he said. “I am coming out hot. Very hot.”

“Rio, is that you?” Paris exclaimed. “You’re free?”

“I don’t know if ‘free’ is the word,” he said as he sprinted down the hall. “But I am currently not in custody.”

Da Silva couldn’t chase after him, but he was able to grab his walkie-talkie. “Lock down the building and close all the gates!” he commanded. “Now!”

“But, sir, what about the party?” a voice crackled in reply.

“I do not care about the party. Close the compound.”

The signature feature of the entryway was a semicircular marble staircase. It was crowded with partygoers, and Rio pushed through them, bumping and knocking guests as he made his way downstairs. When he reached the landing in the middle, he saw security coming from every direction down below. There was no way for him to make it.

“Uh-oh,” he said. “This is not good.”

He spun around and headed back up the stairs.

“Excuse me. Excuse me,” he called out as he barreled through the same people he’d just bumped into moments before. “Paris, when you look at the house, can you tell which room the ceremony was in?”

“Yes.”

“What’s underneath the balcony?” Rio asked.

“What?”

“On the ground beneath the balcony. What’s there?”

“Why do you want to know?” Paris replied warily.

“I think you know.”

Paris glanced over at the area. “Bushes.”

“Gently-break-your-fall bushes? Or scratch-you-up-when-you-hit-them bushes?”

Paris thought for a moment and said, “Way-better-than-a-Brazilian-prison bushes.”

“My favorite kind!”

Rio sprinted down the hall and turned into the salon where he’d just received a medal. As he ran toward the balcony, a security guard was closing in on him from behind.

“Rio, what’s happening?” Paris asked.

“Can’t talk,” Rio replied. “Gotta fly.”

And with that, he leaped over the railing and dropped from the balcony, crashing into the bushes down below. They scratched him up, but they broke his fall. He rolled over onto the ground and got up to run. He looked in every direction but saw no way out. The gates were shut, and the guards had formed a line that completely blocked off the street. And then he remembered.

“Churchill!” he blurted.

Paris waited a beat before saying, “Is that some kind of code word I’m supposed to know?”

“Not a code word,” Rio yelled happily. “An escape route.”

He’d remembered that earlier Kelleher had shown him the Churchill statue that had one foot in each country. That’s what gave him inspiration. The guards were blocking off the street because that was the obvious exit, but he turned and ran deeper into the Brazilian embassy complex.

This move surprised the guards, which gave him a few extra steps.

He sprinted across the grassy strip that stood between the residence and the embassy, hurdled a railing to the staff parking lot, and ran alongside the maintenance building that held the lawn equipment. Directly in front of him was a brick wall that marked the six meters where the British and Brazilian compounds touched.

The wall was just a little taller than the one they had to climb on the obstacle course they used for physical training. But the adrenaline coursing through him more than made up the difference.

As he scrambled up the wall, the guards closed in on him, but he reached the top before they got there. He turned back and pronounced, “God Save the King.”

Then Rio flipped over the wall and disappeared from view.







24. Captive Audience

AS MOTHER BEGAN TO REGAIN consciousness, there was a throbbing pain in his head and a bitter taste on his tongue. He felt like he was in a fog. People were talking nearby, but their voices were too garbled to make out what they were saying. When he blinked his eyes open, he saw a blur of colors in the vague shape of a person. Then a meaty hand slapped him across the cheek, and a voice with a heavy Russian accent growled, “Wake up!”

That he understood.

“Who are you?” the voice demanded.

Mother’s eyes finally found their focus, and he recognized a familiar face just inches in front of his own.

“Hello, Jelly.”

The interrogator turned toward an accomplice and asked, “Why does he call me this?”

“He’s not going to make much sense until the poison wears off,” a man replied.

This voice belonged to Dr. Ferreira, and hearing it jogged Mother’s memory. Suddenly, a picture began to form in his mind of the botanic garden, a cup of tea, and the colossal blunder of warning the botanist that three dangerous men were pursuing him.

Mother felt something pinching his wrists and ankles and realized that he was tied to a chair. His captors had used zip ties, duct tape, and rope. They were leaving nothing to chance.

Jelly called out to someone in Russian, and moments later Peanut entered the room.

“Is he awake?” Peanut asked.

“Da,” Jelly said. Yes.

“Who are you, Englishman?” Peanut asked, taking Mother by the face. “How do you know about us?”

So far, this mission had been a series of epic mistakes for Mother. As a result he now found himself in a nightmare situation. In order to keep safe, he needed to convince them that there was value in keeping him alive. He also thought he might be able to buy himself a little time if they thought he was woozier than he actually was.

“Hiya, Peanut,” Mother said with a silly grin on his face. “Did you have fun climbing Mount Everest?”

Peanut and Jelly shared a concerned look. “How did you know about Everest?”

“I’m not allowed to tell you who sent me,” Mother said. He let out a loud yawn and wiggled his nose like it itched but he couldn’t scratch it. “But I know lots of things.”

Peanut shook his head, unimpressed. “You know nothing.”

“I know about a journalist who was poisoned in Milton Keynes,” Mother said with a wink. “And a kidnapping in Rio de Janeiro. And I know that someone is very displeased with the work you’ve done. Especially in Venice.”

“Who sent you?”

“I told you. I’m not allowed to tell.” He slurred his words as he talked and closed his eyes halfway like he wanted to go to sleep. “But I’ll give you a little warning. You probably can’t trust the doctor.”

Since Mother couldn’t move his hands, he pointed at Ferreira with his head.

“That’s ridiculous,” exclaimed the botanist. “He must be confused from the toxin.”

Peanut and Jelly eyed Ferreira suspiciously.

“Ha,” Mother said. “He told me all sorts of things.”

“That’s a lie!” Ferreira cried. “He’s lying!”

“For example, he told me about the plague doctor masks and driving the globe in a truck from Moldova to Venice.” Mother laughed to play up a sense of lightheadedness. “He just yapped and yapped away.”

The two defining traits of a GRU black ops team were distrust and ruthlessness. It’s what made them so effective in the field. But now Mother was turning those into weaknesses. He was planting seeds of distrust between the team members, fanning the fear of ruthlessness with regard to the people who hired them.

“He’s making this up. I didn’t tell him anything,” Ferreira claimed.

“How would he know those things?” Peanut demanded.

Just then Butter entered the room with a surprising announcement. “Something’s wrong at the embassy.”

“What do you mean, something’s wrong?” Peanut snarled.

“All the gates were suddenly shut, and security guards came out to line the fence,” Butter said. “There’s no way we can get close enough to grab her.”

Peanut was about to explode, and Mother was more than happy to light the fuse. “I think Alberto’s having second thoughts and gave them a warning.”

“I did no such thing!” Ferreira exclaimed.

“Mistakes like this are exactly the reason that you-know-who sent me.”

Peanut gave Ferreira an icy stare and commanded, “Watch the prisoner. I need to speak to the others alone.” He motioned for Butter and Jelly to follow him out of the room so that they could talk in private. As soon as they were gone, Ferreira got in Mother’s face.

“What are you doing?” he demanded. “Trying to get me killed?”

With the others gone, Mother stopped acting loopy. “I’m sorry, but didn’t you just poison me?”

“Not enough to kill you,” replied the botanist. “Although maybe that was a mistake. I should do it right now to get rid of you for good.”

“That would only make you look more guilty,” Mother replied. “It would seem as though you were trying to silence me because I was going to tell them how you betrayed them.”

Ferreira’s cheeks flushed with anger.

“If you want this to start going better for you, you’re going to need to keep me safe,” Mother said. “And that starts with you convincing them that they can’t do anything to me until they figure out who sent me.”







25. The Sheriff of Nottingham

IT WAS PITCH-BLACK INSIDE THE trunk of the car. It was also bumpy, claustrophobic, and disorienting. But Rio didn’t mind because, despite its drawbacks, it was significantly better than prison. After escaping over the wall into the British embassy compound and making it to safety, he’d stopped by his room to change clothes before heading to the rendezvous. He’d just put on jeans and a hoodie when Alex Kelleher knocked on the door.

There was no Hello or How are you?—just an urgent “Does the team have a go bag?”

“Two of them, actually.”

“Get them and come with me. You need to stay away from the embassy. All of you.”

“Why?” Rio asked as he scrambled to get the backpacks, which had been hidden behind a pile of blankets at the top of a closet.

“There’s already a Brazilian security detail watching the gates to the compound, hoping to intercept you. And the diplomatic tug-of-war will start as soon as their ambassador raises a stink with ours.”

“She wouldn’t turn me over, would she?” Rio asked, incredulous.

“No, but if you leave the embassy, it takes her out of the equation completely. That’s good because she has no idea that you’re MI6.”

Rio slipped one of the backpacks over his shoulder. “But you do?”

“I’d be lousy at my job if I didn’t.”

“And what exactly is your job?” Rio asked as he unzipped the other one and stuffed Brooklyn’s laptop into it.

“Right now, it’s smuggling you out of here.”

“Unbelievable,” Rio said, shaking his head. “This morning I had two countries, with one foot in each. Now neither one wants me.”

“We want you,” Kelleher said. “But we also want to make sure they don’t get you.”

The go bags held emergency essentials such as clothes, passports, burner phones, a first aid kit, and a thousand dollars in cash. These were invaluable for anyone on the run. Unfortunately, they were painful for anyone bouncing around the trunk of a car. Rio grunted every time his head slammed into the laptop.

He also began to feel sorry for himself as he thought about all that had happened. He may not have felt comfortable with the attention, but he really was a hero. He’d saved the people on that boat, and now he was being accused of putting them in danger. It broke his heart to think that Beatriz, whom he admired so much, would believe he was responsible. Earlier that evening he’d cried tears of pride. Now, in the darkness, he simply cried.

They drove for nearly twenty minutes before the car stopped and Rio heard the engine shut off. He was worried about what was happening, but then the trunk popped open and he saw Kelleher’s smiling face. “We made it.”

They were in an underground parking garage. If Kelleher noticed the tear streaks on Rio’s face, he didn’t mention it. He just helped him out of the trunk.

“There’s a Metro station around the corner, so you can get wherever you’re heading,” he continued as he handed Rio a folded piece of paper and a key. “This is the address to a safe house in Chinatown.”

“Got it,” Rio said, sliding them into his pocket. “What’s the latest with Monty?”

“It might take a day or two before she’s released. Are you okay without her?”

“Sure,” Rio answered. “We’ve got Mother for adult supervision.”

“Good. Be safe and be smart.”

“Thank you.”

“By the way, your escape from the embassy…”

Rio looked up at him, prepared to get scolded.

Instead, Kelleher grinned and said, “Legendary.”

Rio grinned back at him and headed for the stairwell. He climbed two flights to reach ground level, and when he stepped outside, he looked around to orient himself. He was happy to see the Washington Monument looming nearby. That meant the rest of the team was less than a mile away at the Lincoln Memorial.

Even on a chilly night, the monument was crowded with tourists. This made it an ideal rendezvous spot. With three busloads of school groups milling around the steps, the City Spies had no trouble blending in with the crowd. Rio spotted them waiting near where Martin Luther King Jr. had delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech.

Sydney raced over and hugged him. “It’s so good to see you. I was worried.”

“You’re not the only one,” Rio replied with a chuckle.

The others greeted him with a flurry of hugs and high fives that provided the perfect antidote for how he was feeling. He might not have had a country, but he definitely had a family.

“Why’d you bring the go bags?” Paris asked.

“Turns out you’re right about Kelleher,” Rio said. “He’s MI6 and says that we can’t go back to the embassy.”

Brooklyn had a panicked look. “But I need my—”

“Don’t worry, I packed it in here,” he replied, handing her the backpack with the laptop.

She clutched it tightly like it was a security blanket. “Thank you.”

“If we can’t go back to the embassy, where are we supposed to sleep?” Cairo asked.

“There’s a safe house in Chinatown.”

Paris nodded. “That’s good.”

“Where’s Mother?” Rio asked.

“We don’t know,” Paris said, doing his best to act like this was no big deal. “We’re not even sure that he heard you say ‘Apple Jack.’ His comms device isn’t working, and he hasn’t answered any texts or phone calls.”

“What about his tracker?” Rio asked.

“It says that he’s still at the botanic garden,” Brooklyn said.

“Which doesn’t make sense, considering Ferreira’s lecture should’ve ended hours ago,” Sydney added with a touch of worry.

“We were going to go there and check it out once you and Monty arrived,” Paris said.

“Then we should head over now, because she’s not coming. She’s still being held at the Brazilian embassy.”

“For how long?” Kat asked.

“Kelleher thinks it might be a day or two.”

Suddenly, they were down two adults, and the responsibility of being the alpha weighed heavier on Paris. “Okay, then,” he said. “Let’s go find Mother.”

They looked down the Mall toward the Capitol, which was next to the botanic garden, and the exhaustion of an incredibly busy day set in.

“Is it just me? Or does that walk suddenly look much longer?” Rio asked.

“It’s nothing,” Paris scoffed. “We can make it in about thirty-five minutes.”

“It’d go much faster if we rode those.” Brooklyn pointed at a rack of bright red bicycles that were part of the city’s bike-share program.

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Paris said warily. “If we use an app, we’ll leave a digital trail, and at the moment we’re technically on the run.”

Brooklyn laughed and said, “Yeah, I wasn’t planning on using the app.”

Five minutes later the team was biking up the road that ran alongside the Mall. Despite the seriousness of their situation, there was something almost playful about it. Riding bikes together was something normal, non-spy kids did. That sense of joy, however, was short-lived. The tracker led them to a parking lot a few blocks from the botanic garden. They found the rental car but no sign of Mother.

“Okay, now I’m really worried,” Cairo said, putting a voice to the concern they all had. “Why is the tracker here if he isn’t?”

“It could’ve fallen out of his pocket,” Sydney said, trying to sound reassuring.

“Except he doesn’t keep it in his pocket.” Paris checked the driver’s-side door and found it unlocked. He reached under the seat and pulled out Mother’s wallet, which he held up for the others. “He keeps it in here.”

“This is getting stranger,” Brooklyn said. “Why would he leave his wallet behind?”

“I don’t think that’s the most important question,” Kat said.

“Then what is?” Rio asked.

She pointed through the open door at the center console. “If he was alone, why are there two cups in the cup holders?”

Their concern was rapidly escalating, and Paris needed to fully embrace his leadership role. “ ‘Beltway Brew,’ ” he said, reading the logo on the cups. “We just passed their truck. Brooklyn, Rio, go there and find out if they’ve seen Mother. The rest of us are going to start scouring this parking lot.”

“What should we tell them?” Brooklyn asked.

“Tell them the truth. That you’re looking for your dad.”

As Rio and Brooklyn rode back to the coffee truck, Rio asked, “How worried are you?”

“Very,” Brooklyn admitted.

“Me too,” Rio said.

A beefy man with a slender mustache was working in the truck. It was the same man who’d served Mother and Ferreira earlier.

“Hi,” Brooklyn said. “We’ve been sightseeing all day and got separated from our father.” She held up her phone to show him a picture of Mother. “Have you seen him, by any chance?”

The man studied it for a moment before recognizing the face. “Yeah. He was here a couple hours ago. I remember because he got tea instead of coffee.”

“Was he with someone?” Brooklyn asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Him and another guy.”

Brooklyn looked hopeful. “What did the other guy look like?”

Now the man gave her a suspicious look. “You’re on a family vacation, and you don’t know who your father’s with?”

“It’s not really a vacation,” Rio interjected. “It’s more like a family reunion with aunts and uncles from all over the place.” He pulled up a picture on his phone and showed it to the man. “Was this the guy he was with?”

It was a photo of Rio with Beatriz and Ferreira.

“Yeah, that’s him,” the man said.

“Our Tio Alberto.” Rio smiled at him. “Thank you.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Brooklyn added.

As they got back on their bikes, Brooklyn said, “Nicely played. What made you think to show him the picture of Dr. Ferreira?”

“That’s who he came here to watch. It was the only guess I had.”

“So how did they end up in the car together?” Brooklyn wondered.

When they got back to the parking lot, the others were gathered around Sydney, who was holding Mother’s phone.

“Where’d you find that?” Rio asked, excited.

“We tried calling it again and heard it ringing in the bushes,” Sydney said. “Now I’m trying to guess his pass code.”

“Three, two, seven, nine, one, zero,” Brooklyn said without hesitation. “Annie’s and Cairo’s birthdays.”

Paris shook his head in amazement. “You know everyone’s pass codes, don’t you?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny that statement.”

As Sydney started looking through Mother’s phone, Rio filled them in on what they’d discovered. “The other person in the car was Alberto Ferreira.”

“So they met at the lecture and ended up coming back here,” Paris said, trying to work out what happened.

“Oh no,” Sydney said, checking the photo gallery on his phone. “Ferreira’s not the only one he met. He’s got four pictures of P, B, and J.”

Cairo looked like he was about to have a panic attack, but Paris turned to him. “We all feel the same way. He’s our dad too. But we need to keep our heads. We don’t know where he is, and Monty’s unavailable. That means we’re the ones who have to figure this out.”

Cairo took a few deep breaths to calm himself, and Kat reached over and gave his hand a reassuring squeeze.

“Okay,” he said, squeezing hers in return. “I’m okay.”

“You’re the alpha,” Brooklyn said to Paris. “What do you think we should do?”

He considered it for a moment. “Rio, you said the safe house is in Chinatown?”

“That’s right.”

“That’s close by. Let’s go there, catch our breath, and figure out our next steps.” He could tell they were dispirited, so he added, “I know everyone’s worried about Mother, but I have total faith in this group. This is what we’ve trained for.”

This was an inadvertent gut punch for Cairo. Unlike the others, the only training he’d had was a few of hours of playing Hawks and Sparrows.

It was only a ten-minute bike ride to the safe house, a nondescript apartment above a drugstore on H Street. It had two bedrooms and a kitchen that opened onto a living room. That’s where they sat, with all eyes on Paris.

“What are we going to do?” Rio asked.

“First off, we need to call this into MI6.”

“What do you mean?” Sydney asked. “You’re just going to call the switchboard and ask for help?”

“Basically,” Paris said as he dialed a number. “Tru once told me what to do in case of an emergency like this.” He put the phone on speaker and set it on the table. There was a clicking noise, indicating that someone answered, but that person didn’t speak.

“Sherwood Forest?” he said. “This is Robin Hood.”

“Identify,” said a voice on the other end.

“Five. Reagan. Silas. Haley.”

“Temperature?”

“Extremely hot,” Paris replied. “I need the Sheriff of Nottingham.”

The phone disconnected.

The others all had confused expressions, and Rio asked, “What just happened?”

“If I got it right, Tru’s going to call us back.”

“If you’re Robin Hood, shouldn’t she be Maid Marian?” Cairo wondered aloud.

Sydney laughed. “Have you met Tru?”

“I’m curious about the code,” Kat said. “Five, Reagan, Silas, Haley?’ ”

“R-S-H,” Paris said. “The fifth letters in Gertrude, Agnes, and Shepherd.”

“That’s her full name?” Rio asked with a chuckle. “Her initials spell ‘gas.’ ”

“Amazing,” Sydney said, shaking her head. “He may be a spy, but at heart he’s still a thirteen-year-old boy.”

Just then Tru called. Paris apologized for rousing her in the middle of the night but explained that he had no choice. He put the phone back on speaker, and the team walked her through the day’s events.

Once they were finished, she took a moment to wrap her head around things. “First of all, is everyone okay?”

“We’re not injured, if that’s what you mean,” Cairo replied. “But I’m not okay. I’m extremely worried about my father.”

“You’re right to be,” she told him. “I hate to say that, but we need to be honest. I will remind you, however, that your father is one of the most skilled agents I’ve ever worked with. I’ve bet on him many times, and he’s always come through. No matter the odds.”

“I hope you’re right,” Cairo said.

“Where are you now?” she asked.

“An MI6 safe house in Chinatown,” Sydney answered.

“Good,” Tru replied. “It’s secure there. I can get an exfiltration unit to you tomorrow, and they’ll get you out of the country. You just need to sit tight.”

“Wait,” Sydney said. “We can’t leave without Monty and Mother.”

“Legal affairs will get Monty sorted in a day or two,” Tru said. “And I’ll send a red team to search for Mother.”

“How soon can they be here?” Paris asked.

“To get a team assembled and fully up to speed? Eighteen, twenty-four hours.”

“That’s not fast enough,” Cairo said.

“And what about Beatriz?” Rio said. “The reason we’re here is to protect her, and she’s still in danger.”

There was a pause. “I’m sorry, Rio. This is quite a predicament, and I don’t know any other solutions.”

“I do,” Paris said.

“What’s that?”

Paris answered with strength and confidence. “We find Mother and we protect Beatriz.”

“Absolutely,” Sydney agreed. “We’ll finish the mission.”







26. The Puzzle

IT WASN’T TRICKED OUT LIKE the priest hole back home, but the team turned the safe house into a command center. Brooklyn hacked into some nearby Wi-Fi so she could access the Web. Paris and Kat sorted through the go bags to see what they had while the others went downstairs to get supplies at the drugstore. Sydney bought a small dry-erase board, Cairo picked up a map of Washington, and Rio purchased two armfuls of junk food.

Within twenty minutes they were stress-eating tortilla chips and plotting out the mission. Paris was at the dry-erase board and asked, “Who’s got a theory?”

“I do,” Kat replied. “Ferreira was P, B, and J’s target, and Mother got in the way.”

Cairo gave her a curious look. “Why do you say that?”

“Because they showed up at the botanic garden, where Ferreira was and Beatriz wasn’t.”

“No, but they might’ve expected her to be there,” Sydney countered. “Rio’s ceremony was a late schedule change.”

“It’s just a theory,” Kat said. “But we know that Mother and Ferreira were in the car together and that P, B, and J were on-site.”

Paris wrote “Ferreira Target—Mother in the way” on the board.

“Ferreira being the target fits the facts, but why go after him in the first place?” Rio asked. “Beatriz is a much bigger deal.”

“Maybe there’s more to him than we realize,” Paris said. “Brooklyn, can you look into him and see if there’s something that we’re missing?”

“On it,” Brooklyn said.

“For that matter, why go after Beatriz?” Sydney asked. “I know that a lot of people don’t agree with her, but a bomb and kidnapping are extreme. What’s the motive for doing it now? She’s had rallies all over the world without incident. What’s different in the last month?”

“The United Nations,” Kat said. “Up until now she’s spoken to supporters at rallies, but in Venice and on this trip, she was scheduled to speak to UN groups with representatives from all over the world. A truly global audience.” She turned to Rio. “Do you know what she plans to talk about?”

“Rainforest conservation,” Rio replied. “The UN’s negotiating a climate treaty, and she’s pushing for it to have stricter restrictions on development in the rainforests. She talked about it today at the Capitol. She said support had been steadily building for about a year, but it’s gone backward since Venice.”

“How so?” Brooklyn asked.

“Everyone thinks an environmental group set off the bomb,” he explained. “Suddenly, they’re the bad guys, and the delegates are backing away from them. That’s why she insisted on making this trip. Dr. Ferreira wanted her to wait, but she wants to appeal to them directly before she loses any more support.”

“There’s your motive,” Paris said. “That Russian energy company had a politician kidnapped so that they could get a contract to explore for oil and gas in the Amazon. If these restrictions get approved, they may have to stop. What’s their name again?”

“Three Diamond Energy,” Brooklyn answered.

“Can you look into them, too?” Paris asked.

“What, hack into a giant corporation that’s evil and corrupt?” Brooklyn replied with a sly grin. “That’s one of my favorite things to do.”

“The last thing they would want is for Beatriz to address the UN,” Rio said. “She’s an amazing speaker and could definitely sway more votes.”

“Okay, Kat,” Sydney said, munching on some chips. “Let’s say you’re right, and Mother got in the way somehow. What would P, B, and J do with him? What fits their pattern?”

“If he was with Ferreira, they might have kidnapped both of them,” Kat theorized. “Or if Ferreira had already left when they got there, they could’ve just taken Mother.”

“Kidnapping him doesn’t make sense,” Cairo said. “Who would pay the ransom? MI6?”

“It doesn’t make sense as a plan,” Kat answered. “But it makes sense as a reaction. They were prepared to kidnap either Ferreira or Beatriz. They’ve scouted locations and set up shop in Washington. Then Mother throws a spanner into the works by showing up.”

“You’re right,” Paris said. “If he’s in the way, the easiest thing to do would be to stick him wherever they’d planned to hold their hostage.”

“It also fits the evidence,” Sydney said. “It would explain why they emptied his pockets and tossed his phone.”

Paris wrote “Mother—Kidnap” on the board.

This gave Cairo a glimmer of hope. “If you’re right, then we know where he is. Or at least the three places they might hold him. We already checked them out. We can go find him right now.”

“It’s too late,” Paris said. “We’d stand out riding around town on bikes in the middle of the night. But first thing in the morning, that’s exactly what we’ll do.”

“Can their phones lead us to them?” Kat asked. “Have they pinged at any of the abandoned buildings?”

“The last notification Beny sent still puts them by the Brazilian embassy,” Brooklyn said.

“Which points to them being after Beatriz,” Rio said.

Paris wrote “Beatriz—Target” on the board. “When does she leave for New York?”

“First thing in the morning,” Rio answered. “She’s the guest of honor at a big fundraiser tomorrow at the main branch of the New York Public Library. The following day she speaks at the UN.”

Paris studied the board for a moment. “All these things are logical and make sense. But I don’t get how they go together. There’s got to be some element that we’re not seeing.”

“We need to turn one of the pieces,” Kat said.

“What do you mean?” asked Cairo.

“With a jigsaw puzzle, sometimes the key is turning a piece so it looks completely different and you can see how it fits.”

“Check this out!” Brooklyn exclaimed while looking at her computer screen.

“What?” asked Paris.

“I’ve been digging into both Dr. Ferreira and Three Diamond Energy, and it turns out they intersect. He has a consulting firm that advises companies on their environmental impact when they build in the rainforest.” Brooklyn looked up from the computer and turned to them. “Three Diamond Energy is his biggest client.”

“How can he partner with them?” Sydney asked. “Doesn’t he support Beatriz and the Swarm?”

“Not exactly,” Rio said. “He’s one of her advisors, but they disagree on a number of things. They kind of argued about it today in the senator’s office. He likes to push for controlled development, and she wants to stop it altogether.”

“How long has he been a consultant with Three Diamond?” Paris asked.

“He started two years ago in July,” Brooklyn said.

“And when did the politician get kidnapped?” Sydney asked.

“Two years ago in June,” replied Kat.

“So he started with the company within a month of the kidnapping,” Sydney said. “Think they’re related?”

Paris wrote “Ferreira—Coconspirator?” on the board.

“It certainly would turn the piece,” Kat commented.

“Except why would he bomb himself?” Cairo asked. “He was on the boat with Beatriz.”

“He was,” Rio said. “But he stayed in the front with the captain for the whole ride. He didn’t even come back and look when Beatriz showed us how the solar-powered motor worked. In the front I think he would’ve actually been safe from the explosion.”

“But no one would suspect him because it looked like he was in danger,” Brooklyn said.

“And with Beatriz out of the way, he’d be in position to take charge of the Swarm,” Sydney said. “He could say that he wanted to carry on her work, but actually change its direction to support his views.”

“That would mean P, B, and J weren’t at the botanic garden to kidnap Ferreira,” Kat said. “They were there to meet with him and plan how they were going to abduct Beatriz.”

“And when Mother showed up, they decided to get him out of the way,” Sydney added.

“Those puzzle pieces fit,” Paris said. “If we’re really going to complete the mission and fix all this, we’re going to have to split into two teams. Three of us will stay in Washington and find Mother while the others head to New York to protect Beatriz.”

“Yeah,” Sydney concurred. “That’s exactly what we should do.”

Over the next hour they worked out the specifics of what they dubbed Mission Manhattan and Operation Mother’s Day. The New York group consisted of Brooklyn, because of her knowledge of the city; Rio, because of his relationship with Beatriz; and Sydney, in case P, B, and J decided to set another bomb. Once they had it sketched out, Paris insisted that everyone try to get some sleep “so we can think straight in the morning.” Soon everyone had nodded off except for Cairo.

He couldn’t stop worrying about his father or thinking about his mom. He felt certain that she was the woman he saw at the masquerade party. He slipped into the hallway and down the stairwell so no one would hear as he called her on the phone she’d given him.

“Robert?” Clementine asked, obviously startled out of her sleep. “Are you okay?”

“Was it you?” Cairo demanded.

“Was what me?”

“Dad and Rio? Was it you?” he asked, trying to speak in hushed tones.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “But I thought I told you that you were only supposed to call this number in case of an emergency.”

“This is an emergency!” Cairo exclaimed, his voice rising. “I can’t believe you’d use me like this. Is that why you gave me the phone? It wasn’t to keep in touch with me. It was so you could track us and kidnap Dad?”

“Kidnap?” Clementine replied, concern in her voice. “Did somebody take your father?”

“As if you didn’t know,” he scoffed.

“I don’t,” she replied. “I don’t know a thing about it. You have to believe me.”

“You see, that’s the problem. I stopped believing you a long time ago.”

Cairo ended the call and was trembling in anger. He felt guilty for endangering his father. He also worried his phone might lead Clementine to the rest of the team, so he opened the back and pulled out the SIM card. That way, she couldn’t use it to track him. He was too worked up to go back to the room, so he sat on the steps and tried to compose himself.

In the hallway Paris stood next to the stairs trying to make sense of it all. He’d heard Cairo leave the room and had followed him out, listening in on most of the conversation.







27. Mission Manhattan

THE FEAR WAS THAT THE Brazilian embassy might have people at the airports and train stations looking for Rio, so Brooklyn suggested an alternative. From her time in New York, she knew there was a network of discount bus lines running between the Chinatowns of major East Coast cities. Just before dawn Rio, Brooklyn, and Sydney boarded the Kunlun Express beneath the massive Friendship Archway spanning H Street. Five hours later it dropped them off in Lower Manhattan.

For Brooklyn this was a homecoming. It had only been thirteen months since she’d left the city, so the sights and sounds were instantly familiar. But so much had happened during that time that it somehow seemed different. New York may not have changed, but she had.

“What’s it like being back?” Sydney asked. “So far, you and Paris are the only ones to return to where you grew up.”

“It’s odd,” Brooklyn said. “It feels like home, but also like I don’t belong here.”

“That’s exactly how I felt at the Brazilian embassy yesterday,” Rio replied. “Up until the point they handcuffed me. Then it felt like prison, and I knew I didn’t belong there.”

They got lunch at a noodle shop on Mott Street and crowded around a small table to plot the day. “First things first,” Sydney said as they started to dig into the food. “Brooklyn, you’ve got to be the alpha. This is your turf, and we’re going to need your insider knowledge.”

“Agreed,” Rio mumbled as he bit into a pan-fried dumpling.

“Okay, I accept,” Brooklyn replied, pleased that they felt so strongly. “Let’s break it down, Mission Manhattan. What’s the objective?”

“Keep Beatriz safe and make sure she gets to the UN so she can deliver her address to the General Assembly,” Sydney said.

“To do that we need to think like P, B, and J,” Brooklyn replied. “According to their cell data, they never came to New York to plan, which means they’ll be making it up as they go. We have to put ourselves in their shoes and figure out how they’ll approach this.”

“The first thing they’d need to do is identify when she’s the most vulnerable,” Sydney said.

“She’s always vulnerable,” Rio replied. “Dr. Ferreira is traveling with her. If we’re right, and he’s one of the bad guys, that means they could grab her whenever they want.”

“Yes and no,” Brooklyn said. “I was thinking about this on the bus. Last night Sydney made a great point when she said that Ferreira would want to take control of the Swarm. That’s certainly what the Russian energy company would want him to do. That way he can protect their interests in the Amazon. But he can’t do that if there’s the slightest hint that he’s involved in anything bad that happens to her. He’ll want to make sure he looks like a victim too.”

“Like he did with the bomb in Venice,” Sydney said.

“And the best way to do that is if it takes place in a public setting.” Brooklyn turned to Rio. “It’s like what you taught us about line of sight in magic. He’s going to manipulate how the world sees things so that he looks like a hero and not a villain.”

“Speaking of villains, what’s the latest on P, B, and J’s phones?” Sydney asked.

“No pings today,” Brooklyn answered. “I’m not sure what that means, but it could just be that they’re on a flight headed to New York and had to put them in airplane mode.”

“Do we know if Beatriz is in town yet?” Sydney asked.

“Yes,” Rio replied. “She’s already posted some pictures of the city on social media.”

“What’s she posting about?” Brooklyn asked.

“The two events here in town,” he answered. “There’s one of the library for tonight’s fundraiser. It’s called the Green Gala. And here’s a shot of the UN building calling on the Swarm to turn out in big numbers tomorrow.”

“Can I take a closer look?” Brooklyn asked.

Rio handed her the phone, and she studied the photos.

“She took this one at Forty-First and Fifth,” she said, looking at the library post. “And the other picture looks like it was taken from Tudor City.”

“What’s Tudor City?” Sydney asked.

“It’s a neighborhood on the east side that overlooks the UN,” Brooklyn answered. “It’s right where the Brazilian consulate is too. My guess is they’re limiting where she can go to keep her safe. We should hurry up and finish eating so we can get over there as soon as possible.”


OPERATION MOTHER’S DAY

It was just after sunrise when Paris, Kat, and Cairo left the safe house to look for Mother. They grabbed bikes from a nearby bike-share station and visited the abandoned buildings P, B, and J had scouted. Their first stop was Spingarn High School. The hulking brick building was three stories tall and stood on a rise in a neighborhood known as Carver-Langston. It had been vacant for more than a decade, and the trio had no trouble sneaking into the gymnasium through a broken door.

“If you love horror movies and basketball, then this is your happy place,” Kat said as they stepped into the surreal setting.

Morning light flooded through a row of windows at a harsh angle so that one half of the gym was brightly lit and the other disappeared into darkness. Puddles of water pockmarked the floor, climbing ropes swayed eerily from the rafters, and a faceless mannequin dressed in a school uniform lay in two pieces at center court.

“This all started off with us looking for the undead in Venice, and now it looks like we’ve stumbled into the zombie apocalypse,” Cairo said. “Why’d they just leave it like this?”

“We don’t have time to figure that out,” Paris said brusquely. “We need to move quickly and quietly. It’s a big building with a lot of potential places to hide someone.”

The rest of the school was as creepy as the gym. Wherever they looked, they found peeling paint, fallen ceiling tiles, and graffiti from other trespassers. A chemistry lab had broken test tubes and microscopes. A music room still had sheet music on the stand next to a piano with half its keys missing.

The plan was to search one story at a time, but the ground floor was particularly slow because it had large spaces like the auditorium, cafeteria, and main office that took longer. They’d been there for a half hour and still hadn’t made it upstairs.

“We’ve got two more locations after this,” Kat said. “Why don’t we split up so we can cover more ground?”

“Good idea,” Paris said. “You take the second floor, but text or call me if you see anything.”

“Got it,” she said as she headed up the stairs.

“Robert, you come with me,” Paris said.

Cairo noticed that he’d called him by his given name. “Why?”

“I just want you to stay with me,” Paris answered.

“Is it because I lost at Hawks and Sparrows?”

“No,” Paris said.

“Then because I messed up in Venice? I’ve learned a lot since then.”

“It’s not that.”

“Then why?”

Paris didn’t really want to have this conversation now, but he had no choice. “It’s because you called your mum last night. We’re in a full-fledged emergency, and you reached out to Clementine of all people.” Paris shook his head. “I need you close by so I can keep an eye on you.”

Cairo stammered as he tried to explain himself, but he couldn’t come up with anything.

“Listen, I believe that you’re sincerely upset about Mother and want to find him,” Paris said. “That’s the only reason you’re here right now. But until I know what side you’re really on, I have to keep you in sight.”



MISSION MANHATTAN

Behind an impressive array of flags from one hundred ninety-three countries, United Nations Headquarters featured five buildings and a park occupying eighteen acres along the East River between Forty-Second and Forty-Eighth Streets. Just to get onto the property, the team had to show their passports and pass through a metal detector. Brooklyn’s backpack was also x-rayed and hand-checked by a security guard. Additionally, there was a perimeter fence, extensive video surveillance, and an armed UN police force.

“I don’t see them grabbing her here,” Sydney said as they walked from the security gate toward the General Assembly Building. “It would be too tricky with all this security on hand.”

“That’s true,” Rio said. “But don’t forget that the Swarm will be here too. You saw them in Venice. Tomorrow protesters will flood the street. It’ll be mayhem, which might create enough confusion for them to grab her when she arrives.”

“Good point,” Brooklyn said. “We should check inside the building too. We need to be thorough so we can react to whatever happens.”

They entered through the imposing visitors’ lobby, which had three levels of curved balconies that simultaneously looked retro and futuristic. They had to join a tour group in order to visit the Trusteeship Council chamber, where Beatriz was scheduled to give her speech. The room was huge and impressive. They were awed looking at it from the observation gallery. Each seat came with an earpiece that connected to interpreters who translated the speeches into a host of languages.

“Imagine speaking here,” Brooklyn said. “There are seats for delegates from every country in the world, and a teenager is going to address them about the future of the planet. That’s pretty cool.”

“You bet it is,” Sydney replied. “And we’re going to make sure she gets to do it.”



OPERATION MOTHER’S DAY

Paris, Kat, and Cairo were discouraged. They’d already searched the high school and water-filtration plant without finding anything that might help locate Mother. Now they were down to the last abandoned building on their list, the maintenance shed near the zoo.

The zoo was built in Rock Creek Park, which cut through the northwest part of Washington, just minutes from Embassy Row. They left their bikes at the edge of the parking lot and walked down into the wooded area beyond the fence.

“It’s down this little ravine toward the creek,” Kat said as they tromped through the mud and dirt.

The building was small, basically just a cinder-block cube that had been painted forest green to blend in with all the plants and trees, many of which had begun to overtake the structure.

“No windows, just a door,” Rio said, his voice lowering to a whisper. “The perfect place to hide someone.”

The paint was faded, and the wooden door was warped and cracking. Everything was weathered except for a shiny new padlock. Someone had been here very recently. Paris and Kat shared a look, and each had a glimmer of hope.

“Keep a lookout,” Paris instructed the others as he went to pick the lock.

Picking the lock proved more difficult than he expected, so Paris resorted to plan B. He repeatedly rammed his shoulder into the decayed door until it finally broke.

They excitedly pushed it open to find… nothing.

The room was empty except for an old shelving unit.

None of them said a word. They just looked dejectedly at the empty room and wondered what to do next.








28. Numb

MOTHER COULDN’T FEEL HIS FINGERTIPS, and that was troubling. Not only had he been poisoned by Ferreira, but the others had also injected him on two separate occasions with some sort of drug that knocked him unconscious for a couple hours. Even if they didn’t intend to kill him, he was worried they might do it by accident if they gave him too much.

“You are very strange, Englishman,” Jelly said, entering the room where Mother was being held. “I don’t know why you keep doing this to yourself. Simply tell me who sent you, and I will let you go.”

“Just like that?” Mother scoffed.

“Just like that,” replied his captor. “You talk, and I help you.”

“I think you got that backward,” Mother said. “You’re the one who needs help. Let me go, and I’ll help you.”

Jelly roared with laughter. “You must be stand-up comedian, because that is hilarious.”

“Laugh all you want,” Mother replied. “But ask yourself this: Why were you the one who was left behind when they went to New York?”

Jelly eyed him suspiciously. “What makes you think they went to New York?”

Mother tried to project confidence. “I work for the same people you do. I know what’s going on. And they probably told you that they needed you to watch me. But the truth is, they need someone to take the blame.”

“What blame?”

“For the disaster you’ve made. All you did in Venice was make a very public mess. Now you’ve blown it in Washington, too. When this is all over, no matter what happens in New York, someone’s going to have to pay for the mistakes.”

Jelly’s temper was rising. “I did nothing wrong.”

“I don’t think excuses are going to matter much to Viktor,” Mother said.

This was Mother’s biggest gamble. At one point when they thought he was unconscious, he listened to a conversation during which they repeatedly mentioned a man named Viktor. Mother’s Russian wasn’t good enough to figure out exactly who he was, but he could hear fear in their voices when they discussed him. Judging by the panicked expression on Jelly’s face, the gamble paid off.

“Ferreira’s the one who has ruined everything,” Jelly raged. “That’s who Viktor will blame.”

“Except Ferreira’s in New York with the others,” Mother said. “Right now he’s telling them to put it all on you. And it’ll be easy because you’re stuck here with me. You think you’re holding me here. But actually, they’re holding you here until it’s time to wrap up loose ends.”

This pushed Jelly over the edge. He reached over to the table where they kept the syringes.

“Don’t do that!” Mother pleaded. “You’re putting too much of that junk in me. I meant what I said. I can help you.”

Jelly was done listening. He plunged the needle into Mother’s arm, and the effects were almost instantaneous as everything went dark once again.







29. Patience and Fortitude

THE MAIN BRANCH OF THE New York Public Library was one of the most iconic buildings in the city. Its Fifth Avenue facade featured three grand arches guarded by a pair of majestic marble lions. The building was home to ornate reading rooms, special collections, and literary treasures as varied as Thomas Jefferson’s handwritten copy of the Declaration of Independence and the original stuffed animals that inspired Winnie-the-Pooh.

Just the sight of it warmed Brooklyn’s heart. “Hello, Patience. Hello, Fortitude. I’ve missed you two.”

Rio gave her a confused look. “What?”

“Patience and Fortitude,” she answered. “They’re the names of the lions.”

“Those are also excellent qualities for a spy,” Sydney added. “Although I don’t know if we have enough time to be particularly patient today.”

A light rain had begun to fall as workers finished setting up for the event. A banner proclaiming THE GREEN GALA hung over the entrance, a red carpet stretched from the sidewalk up the steps, and wooden barricades were in place for crowd control. A handful of Swarm supporters in bumblebee costumes were already waiting so they would have a front-row spot when their Queen Bea arrived hours later.

“We need to keep an eye on the spectators to make sure P, B, and J don’t mix in with them,” Brooklyn said. “After seeing the security at the UN, I think this is more likely where they’ll strike. That means we’ve got a little more than four hours to familiarize ourselves with every possible entrance, exit, escape route, and vulnerability.”

“Where do we start?” Sydney asked.

“At the Sniffle.”

“Is that another lion?” Rio asked.

“No,” Brooklyn replied. “It’s another library.”

Diagonally across the intersection of Fortieth Street and Fifth Avenue was a newly renovated, very modern library that stood seven stories tall. Its official name was now the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library, but it was often abbreviated as SNFL, which is why Brooklyn had nicknamed it the Sniffle.

“Why are there two massive branches of the same library across the street from each other?” Rio asked.

“The main one’s for research, and the Sniffle’s where you can check out books and use computers. I developed a lot of my hacking skills in there.”

“Maybe they should put that on a poster,” Sydney joked. “Enjoy the Sniffle—the perfect place for books and crooks.”

They took the elevator to the top floor and stepped out onto a rooftop terrace that offered panoramas of Midtown Manhattan. More importantly, it overlooked the main branch.

“I thought this would be a great place to start,” Brooklyn said as they surveyed the scene. “If we have the full overview mapped out in our heads, then we’ll be ready for whatever’s thrown our way.”

For the next ninety minutes Brooklyn was equal parts tour guide and alpha as she oriented the others to the surroundings. From the terrace she stressed geography, pointing out streets, detours, construction sites, and key buildings.

As they walked around the perimeter of the main branch, she focused on all the entrances, including those reserved for the library staff. They identified potential hiding spots in Bryant Park, which bordered the building to the west, and ventured into the nearby subway stations to consider all potential escape routes.

Although Brooklyn was focused on the mission, she did pause for a moment of nostalgia when she took a one-hundred-eighty-degree panorama photograph.

“Is that for the mission or just for you?” Sydney asked.

“Me,” Brooklyn said. “I love this spot. From here you can see three of my favorite buildings.”

“Which ones?” Rio asked.

“First and foremost is the library. Then the Chrysler Building, which is gorgeous. When you see it lit up tonight, it’ll take your breath away. And next door to that is Grand Central Terminal. If we had time, I’d show you around in there. This whole area was my wonderland.”

“But you lived in Brooklyn,” Sydney said. “Isn’t that far from here?”

“It’s about an hour on the subway, but that was part of the appeal. About once a month, when I really wanted to get away from everything, I’d come here to spend a Saturday. I’d get a slice and eat it in Bryant Park. I’d people-watch in Grand Central. I’d go to the Sniffle to read or hop on a computer. And I’d explore all the nooks and crannies in the main branch.” She paused for a moment to savor the memory. “Come on, you’re going to love it in there.”

“Can’t wait,” Sydney said, delighted to get a little insight into Brooklyn’s past.

They entered the library on the ground floor from Forty-Second Street. “The ballroom’s on this level, so we’d better check that out,” Brooklyn said.

She led them down the hall, and they stepped into an elegant room with yellow marble walls and a domed glass ceiling. The catering staff was setting up two long buffet tables. A woman was sitting nearby behind a smaller check-in table.

Everything about her was pinched, and when she spoke, her voice was laced with smug disdain. “Can I help you?”

“Just looking,” Brooklyn said with a sheepish grin.

“Maybe you should look somewhere else,” said the woman. “The children’s department is at the branch across the street.”

Sydney started to reply with attitude of her own, but Brooklyn cut her off.

“Our apologies,” she said politely while giving Sydney the side-eye. “Have a nice evening.”

The three of them backed out of the room, and as soon as they were out of earshot, Sydney said, “Really? With the attitude?”

“It’s not worth making a fuss,” Brooklyn said. “We don’t need to draw attention to ourselves.”

“Here’s something I don’t understand,” Rio said as they climbed the marble stairs to the first floor. “This event looks huge. How did they plan it so quickly when Beatriz only decided to come up here less than two weeks ago?”

“I read about the fundraiser on the bus,” Brooklyn answered. “The Green Gala is held every year to raise money for a coalition of environmental groups. It’s always scheduled to coincide with the UN’s climate meeting, so it was already planned. When Beatriz was invited to speak to the General Assembly, the coalition asked her to be the guest of honor at the gala. It was good luck on their part. Once she agreed, they were able to double the size of the event and sell more tickets.”

Brooklyn gave them a tour of the library that was quick and efficient. They started by checking both levels of Astor Hall, the grand lobby that was the main venue for the party. Next they mapped out all the stairwells and passageways. Finally they ended up on the third floor, which was home to Brooklyn’s favorite spot in the building.

“Wait till you see this,” she said as they walked through the wooden doorway.

The Rose Main Reading Room was massive, as long as a football field with a ceiling more than fifty feet high. There were parallel rows of long wooden tables with reading lamps, bronze chandeliers, and giant arched windows that filled the room with natural light. A balcony ringed the space but was only open to employees.

“Wow,” Rio said. “I see why you like it here so much.”

“Isn’t it the best?” Brooklyn said.

They found a quiet corner to discuss the mission.

“So what are you thinking?” Brooklyn asked the others.

“If they’re going to snatch her, their best bet is to do it inside,” Sydney said. “There are simply too many people in front of the entrance. But the inside of the library will be lit for the party with plenty of dark corners for them to lurk in.”

“That’s what I think too,” Rio said. “They’ll subdue her somehow and probably exit through the door on Forty-Second. That’s the quickest route to the street and a getaway car.”

“We’re all in agreement, then,” Brooklyn said. “Even though we’re in a different setting, it’s still going to be a party like the one at the ambassador’s house. We should use the same basic strategy that Monty laid out for us there. You two stay close to her, and I’ll take Monty’s position and watch from the mezzanine. We don’t have the rest of the team on exits, so we’ll have to keep an eye on those ourselves.”

“But there are two big differences between here and there,” Rio said. “At that party Beatriz liked me, so staying close was easy. Now she thinks I’m a bad guy and maybe even the one who put a bomb on her boat.”

“That means you’ll have to stay close without her seeing you,” Brooklyn said. “What’s the other problem?”

“We were invited to that party but have to crash this one.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Brooklyn said. “I think we can find someplace to hide in a storage closet or one of the smaller reading rooms before the library closes. Then we can come out once the party’s underway.”

“That could work,” Sydney said. “But we’re not really dressed for a gala. I’m worried we’ll stick out too much and get thrown out. Why don’t we go legit?”

“What do you mean?” Brooklyn asked.

“You said they doubled the size of the ball to sell more tickets. Maybe we can buy some, get some proper clothes, and do this in style.”

“This is just Sydney’s way of adding to her wardrobe,” Rio joked.

“That’s just a bonus, but mostly I think it’s the smartest way.”

“I like it,” Brooklyn said. “If they’re still selling them, they’re probably doing it in the ballroom.”

Sydney smiled. “You mean with Miss Attitude? Oh, please let me be the one.”

They went down to the ground level and entered the ballroom.

“Lovely, look who’s back,” said the woman at the check-in table. “What’s the matter? You couldn’t find the children’s section?”

They ignored her snark and approached the table.

“This is for the Green Gala, right?” Sydney asked.

“That’s right,” said the woman.

“Aren’t there still tickets available for the party?” Sydney asked. “You know, to raise money for the environmental causes? We’d like to help the environment.”

“I’m afraid they’re a bit out of your price range,” the woman sneered.

“I don’t know,” Sydney replied. “I’ve got some babysitting money saved up. How much are they?”

The woman practically cackled as she said, “One hundred dollars each.”

Sydney didn’t bat an eye. She just reached into the go bag and pulled out three hundred dollars. “I’ll take three, please.”







30. Turning the Piece

PARIS’S GREATEST FEAR WAS LETTING down the people he cared about. That’s what he felt was happening. He was the oldest and the alpha. He was supposed to keep things going, but he was running out of ideas. So far the day had gone from bad to worse. He’d confronted Cairo about calling Clementine but then moved that aside to look for Mother. They searched the three abandoned buildings without finding a clue. Now they were back at the safe house nibbling on a pizza, and he was determined to turn things around.

“Let’s look at this again,” he said, sliding the pizza box out of the way and spreading out the map across the table. He took a red marker and circled each location that P, B, and J had visited when they were in Washington. “Two potential crime scenes: the Brazilian embassy and the botanic gardens. And three potential hiding spots: the high school, the water-filtration plant, and the zoo.” He looked up at Kat. “Do you see a pattern that we’ve missed?”

She stared at the map and slipped into a sort of trance as her eyes darted from circle to circle and pictures raced through her mind. She began with big images and zeroed in on smaller details like masks at the embassy, ropes in the gym, a broken door, a flower, rust on a fence. They moved faster and faster until they were a blur of color. She ran it all through the supercomputer in her head until it stopped and all she saw was blackness.

She snapped out of her spell and looked up. “No.”

“What do you mean, no?” Cairo asked.

“I don’t see a pattern,” she replied.

Cairo couldn’t believe it. “But you said there’s always one.”

“There is. I just don’t see it.”

“That means we’re missing a part,” Paris said. “If it was all there, you’d see it.”

“Maybe we’re not missing one,” Cairo said. “Maybe we just have to turn one of the pieces. Like you said last night, Kat. Sometimes you need to turn a puzzle piece to see it properly.”

At this moment Paris was game for anything. “Let’s turn everything,” he said, rotating the map to give everyone a new perspective. “Turning the piece would mean that one of the crime scenes wasn’t a crime scene, or one of the abandoned buildings was for something other than holding a hostage.”

This brought a new energy to the room as they tried to think outside the box. “Let’s talk about what’s missing,” Kat said. “They were here for three days and frequented these locations. Where else did they go?”

“They had to eat and sleep,” Paris said. “And they needed to get supplies.”

“What kind of supplies?” Cairo asked.

“To hold someone prisoner, you need some basics to secure the room and confine them,” Paris answered. “Locks, rope, duct tape. You wouldn’t carry that stuff on a plane; it could’ve attracted attention when it went through the X-ray machine.”

“They probably went to a hardware store,” Kat said. “Did either of you notice one near any of the locations?”

“No, but I wasn’t looking for one,” Paris said.

Something occurred to Cairo, and he excitedly turned the map so that it was oriented north to south for him.

“What is it?” Paris asked.

“You said they had to sleep, but where?”

Paris didn’t get the significance. “Hotel. Motel. Safe house. It could’ve been anywhere in the city.”

“No, it couldn’t,” Cairo said. “It had to be one of these five locations. Beny identified the five places where they spent any extended period of time while they were in town.”

“Which would include wherever it was that they spent the night,” Kat said, amazed that she’d missed this. “Nice job, Cairo.” They traded a fist bump.

“No kidding,” Paris added. “That’s brilliant.”

Cairo felt like this was the first time he’d truly contributed during this mission, which was something he desperately needed.

“Let’s look at things differently and figure out where they were staying,” Paris continued. “There were plenty of houses near the filtration plant.”

“It couldn’t have been the maintenance shed,” Cairo said. “There’s not enough room.”

“I’ll look up hotels near the botanic garden,” Kat offered.

“What about the embassy?” Cairo asked. “Dr. Ferreira connects P, B, and J with the embassy. Maybe they stayed there.”

Just then they were startled by a knock at the door.

“Who could that be?” Cairo asked.

“I have no idea,” Paris said, trying to keep cool as he warily approached the door. “The whole point of a safe house is that no one comes by to visit.”

He nervously looked out the peephole and breathed a huge sigh of relief when he saw who was there.

“Who is it?” Kat asked.

Rather than answer, Paris opened the door to reveal…

“Monty!” Kat said as she leaped to her feet and raced to greet her.

“I have been released.” Monty took an exaggerated deep breath and entered the room. “Ah, sweet freedom.” She looked around and asked, “Where is everyone?”

“Mother’s being held hostage by P, B, and J,” Kat said. “And everyone else is in New York trying to protect Beatriz from Dr. Ferreira.”

“It turns out he’s one of the bad guys,” Cairo added.

“Wow,” Monty said, overwhelmed. “Sounds like I missed a lot.”

“We’ve got a map and pizza,” Paris said. “You should probably join us at the table so we can explain.”

“Yes, I probably should.”

They recounted everything from Mother’s disappearance to the phone call with Tru and their decision to finish the mission on their own. Kat walked her through the discovery of Ferreira’s connection with P, B, and J, as well as Brooklyn, Rio, and Sydney heading to New York on the Chinatown bus. Cairo detailed what they’d seen at the three abandoned buildings.

“And then you knocked on the door,” Kat said, bringing the recap to a close.

“I hate to repeat myself, but wow!” Monty said. “What a mess.”

“I know,” said Paris, who was suddenly on the verge of tears. “I’m so sorry, Monty. I’ve let you down terribly.”

Monty looked at him incredulously. “How?”

“You made me the alpha, and like you said, it’s a mess.”

“Love, you’ve done no such thing,” she said sweetly. “It’s the situation that’s a mess. What you’ve done is amazing.”

“Hardly.”

“You’ve mobilized the team and split them into two simultaneous missions,” she replied. “You’ve developed an excellent strategy in an unfamiliar setting and executed it perfectly. And you did it all without the proper technical or operational support. You didn’t make the mess. You’re just the one stuck cleaning it up.”

“But what about Mother? I thought for sure we’d find him.”

“And we will,” she said confidently.

“How?” Paris asked.

“You tell me,” she said. “You’re still the alpha. You know this much better than I do.” She paused for a beat and said, “I’m so proud of you. Mother is too. You’ve got this.”

This gave him a tremendous boost of confidence. “Okay, then. When you knocked on the door, we were trying to figure out where they spent the night when they visited DC.”

“Get me up to speed so I can help,” Monty said. “Tell me what you’ve got.”

“Beny gave us five locations,” Kat replied. “They’re all based on cell phone data, so they’re not precise. It could be the location we have or one that’s nearby.”

“These are the three places you searched today?” Monty said. “The school, the zoo, and the reservoir?”

“Right,” Paris said. “And the two places we thought they might try to abduct Beatriz, the botanic gardens and the Brazilian embassy.”

“Is there any chance that they might be staying at the embassy?” Cairo said.

“I doubt it,” Monty replied. “I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours locked up in there, and I don’t get the vibe that they’re in on it. Da Silva, their security director, is an arrogant pain, but he is extremely concerned about Beatriz’s safety. That much is obvious. I don’t see him working with a GRU black ops team.”

“Which brings us back to where we were,” Paris said. “Where would three really scary guys stay?”

The mention of “three really scary guys” triggered something for Monty. She studied the map for a second and laughed as she shook her head in disbelief.

“What?” Paris asked.

Monty looked at them and said, “I know the answer to that question.”







31. Green Gala

BROOKLYN MAY HAVE BEEN THE alpha, but when it came to emergency clothes shopping, she was more than happy to let Sydney take the lead. They wanted to be in position at the gala as soon as the first guests arrived, which didn’t leave much time to find the appropriate wardrobe. Further complicating the matter was the fact that deciding what was appropriate fell into a bit of a gray area.

Or rather a green one.

“What does this even mean?” Rio asked, reading the invitation. “It doesn’t say formal attire or semiformal attire. It just says, ‘Dress green.’ ” He looked up, confused. “Is that like Saint Patrick’s Day?”

“Maybe it means green as in environmentally friendly,” Brooklyn suggested.

This puzzled him even more. “What do you wear to dress environmentally friendly? Old milk cartons?”

“It means both,” said Sydney, who was searching the Web. “The clothes should be the color green and environmentally friendly.”

“I’m all for saving the ocean,” Rio said, “but I am not wearing milk cartons.”

Sydney smiled, pleased with something she’d discovered, and looked up at them. “Follow me. There’s a place about ten minutes away.”

“What type of place?” Rio asked.

She didn’t hear him because she was in the zone. Undeterred by the rain, which was picking up, or the traffic, which was bumper-to-bumper, she zigzagged her way across the street with long, confident strides. It was a hyperfocus that Paris had dubbed all walk, no talk.

“I guess we’ll find out when we get there,” Rio said to Brooklyn as they hurried to keep up.

Sydney maintained a brisk pace, slowing down only momentarily to check addresses on the buildings they passed. Then she stopped abruptly in front of a brownstone on Forty-Fourth Street and announced, “We’re here.”

“We are?” Brooklyn asked.

Sydney pointed down a flight of stairs that ran beneath the stoop to a basement boutique called Emily’s Vintage.

“Reduce, reuse, re-wear,” she said happily. “Recycled clothes.”

Sydney frequented secondhand stores in Scotland. These tended to be sprawling, with haphazard selections. The fun there was scouring through it all to find a hidden gem. Here, though, it felt almost like they were entering a private showroom. The setting was cozy, and the clothes had been carefully curated. Each piece was wardrobe-worthy.

She marveled at the collection and inhaled deeply to breathe in the atmosphere, which included the smell of fresh flowers and a hint of vanilla. “I love New York.” She saw a woman behind the counter wearing a candy-striped jumpsuit and a bolero hat. “You must be Emily.”

“I am,” said the woman.

“Did you pick out all these clothes?”

“I did.”

Sydney nodded appreciatively. “You have excellent taste.”

“I do.” Emily smiled. “Now that we’ve established that, how can I help you?”

“We have a fashion emergency and need assistance,” Sydney declared. “We just scored tickets for the Green Gala and have to be dressed and out the door in thirty minutes.”

“Then let’s stop wasting time with idle chitchat,” Emily replied. “How do you want to attack this?”

Sydney nodded toward Rio and Brooklyn. “You help him and I’ll help her.”

“What about you?”

Sydney grinned. “I don’t need any help.”

For fifteen minutes the store was a whirlwind of clothing-induced time travel. A wide-lapelled seventies disco shirt, a varsity jacket from the fifties, and a World War II–era dress were all considered and rejected. Sydney’s strict instructions were “fashion-forward with green as the signature color, but nothing that evokes leprechauns.”

For Rio, Emily settled on a double-breasted mint-green blazer, which she paired with old-school button-fly jeans and a pair of black high-tops. Sydney, meanwhile, crafted a street-style look for Brooklyn that was layered and highlighted by an emerald motorcycle jacket with big zippers and buttons. She thought they both looked great, but Rio wasn’t so sure.

“I don’t know if I can pull this off,” he said, looking in the mirror.

“You absolutely can,” Sydney retorted. “It’s like I told Paris about his kilt. You just need to be confident and own it.”

“You got someone named Paris to wear a kilt?” Emily asked. “Very nice.”

“What about you?” Brooklyn asked Sydney. “We’re running out of time.”

“Don’t worry, I’m almost done,” Sydney replied. “I just need one more piece to pull the outfit together.”

“One more piece?” Brooklyn gave her a look. “But you haven’t picked out any yet.”

Sydney was putting it together in her head, and when she saw what she was looking for, she became a blur of action as she snapped up items off the racks and shelves—a pair of stretch jeans, a sleeveless linen shirt, a cropped jacket with houndstooth sleeves, clunky boots, and a baseball cap. Each came in a different shade of green, and each had been made in a different decade. In no way did they belong together.

Until they did.

When she came out of the dressing room, the outfit looked amazing.

“I stand corrected,” Brooklyn said. “I simply could not see it.”

“How’d you do that?” asked Rio.

“It’s kind of like with your magic tricks,” she said. “It would only ruin it if I told you.”

They were in and out of the store in twenty-seven minutes and even found some mod 1960s umbrellas. They raced back to the gala and split up so they could have all the key positions covered when Beatriz arrived. Sydney stayed outside to watch everyone on the red carpet. Rio was stationed at the ballroom near the Forty-Second Street entrance in case Beatriz decided to come in that way to avoid the crowds. And Brooklyn was posted on the mezzanine looking down over the great hall.

“Rio, what are you seeing?” Brooklyn asked, checking in on the comms.

“There aren’t too many guests around the ballroom yet,” Rio replied. “Mostly it’s the catering staff setting up and servers bringing out trays of hors d’oeuvres.”

“Check every face,” Brooklyn reminded him. “P, B, and J could easily pose as servers.”

“Roger that.”

“What about you, Syd?” Brooklyn asked.

“It’s good I got this umbrella, because the rain’s picking up,” Sydney replied. “Although one positive of that is that it’s cleared out a lot of the spectators. It’s made it much harder for them to hide in the crowd. How’s the party?”

“I don’t know if it’s worth one hundred dollars a ticket, but it looks great in here,” Brooklyn responded. “It’s amazing how some lighting and decorations can transform a space. I haven’t tried the food yet. Have you, Rio?”

“Maybe,” Rio mumbled guiltily while chewing a veggie spring roll.

“While we’re waiting, I think there’s something we need to add to the plan,” Brooklyn said. “At some point we have to get Beatriz alone so Rio can explain that she’s in danger from the man she thinks is protecting her.”

“Why me?” Rio asked. “I’m pretty sure she hates me now.”

“No one could hate you, Rio,” Brooklyn said. “At least not for long. You’re going to have to use your considerable charm and personality to convince her that you’re innocent and Ferreira’s guilty.”

Just then there was a squeal from the die-hard fans still braving the rain as their Queen Bea arrived. They began chanting “Be-a-triz” just like in Venice.

“Do you both hear that?” Sydney asked.

“Yes,” Brooklyn answered.

“It’s showtime,” Sydney replied. “Beatriz has arrived, and I’m happy to say she went vintage and green, just like us. The girl’s got style. There’s no sign of our mad bombers out here, so as soon as she’s inside, I’ll run to the side entrance and join you.”

“Perfect,” Brooklyn said.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Sydney groaned. “This is not good.”

“What?” Brooklyn asked.

“Dr. Ferreira is with her, which we expected. But so is that security guy from the Brazilian embassy.”

“Da Silva?” Rio said. “The one who tried to arrest me?”

“That’s him,” Sydney replied.

“ ‘Not good’ is an understatement,” Rio replied. “For the record, my charm and personality did not work on him. And I’m sure he likes me less after I got him with the handcuff trick.”

“You’re right,” Brooklyn said, concerned. “We need to change our strategy. Both of you should join me on the mezzanine so we can figure this out.”

“Roger that,” they replied.

Brooklyn was mad at herself. The gala had just gotten underway, and they were already scrambling. She should’ve expected there to be extra security. Luckily, it wasn’t hard to keep tabs on Beatriz from the mezzanine, because she never moved. Rather than mingle, she was parked in a corner with da Silva constantly hovering at her shoulder.

“I think da Silva’s doing our job for us,” Rio said.

“How so?” Brooklyn asked.

“When anyone tries to talk to her for more than thirty seconds, he gives them the glower and intimidates them until they leave. There’s no way for P, B, and J to get to her without going through him.”

“Unless he’s in on it with them and Ferreira,” Sydney said.

“I don’t think he is,” Rio replied. “When he was questioning me, he really thought I’d planted that bomb. If he was just setting me up, all he needed to do was lock me in the room and leave. He was looking for information, which means he didn’t know what actually happened.”

“If that’s true, then Dr. Ferreira’s going to have to deal with him when the time comes for P, B, and J to make their move,” Sydney said.

“It also means we’re going to have to find a different way to convince her that Ferreira’s dangerous,” Rio said. “It doesn’t look like we’re ever going to get her alone.”

“There’s got to be a way,” Brooklyn replied.

“What are you thinking?” Rio asked. “A diversion of some sort.”

Sydney’s face lit up. “Hawks and Sparrows!”

Rio gave her a look. “What about it?”

“When we played Hawks and Sparrows in the train station, you lost me because you knew that I couldn’t follow you into the men’s room.”

“That’s brilliant,” Brooklyn said, instantly getting her point. “Absolutely brilliant. He can’t follow her into the bathroom. Neither can Ferreira or P, B, and J. That’s where we’ll get her alone.”

“You think you two can convince her?” Rio asked.

Brooklyn shook her head. “No. She doesn’t know us. It still needs to be you.”

“I can’t go into the ladies’ room,” Rio protested.

“We’ll sneak you in when no one’s there and hide you in a stall,” Sydney said.

“Let me get this right,” Rio said. “Our plan is to hide in the ladies’ room and wait until Beatriz has to go?”

“No, waiting is too risky,” Brooklyn said. “We’ll need to speed things up.”

They selected the bathroom on the ground floor for two reasons. For one, it was out of the way, which meant it was less crowded. More importantly, it was close to the Forty-Second Street exit, which would come in handy if they needed to make a run for it.

Brooklyn went in first and waited for it to be empty. Then she signaled Rio to join her, and he hid in a stall.

“I cannot believe we’re doing this,” Rio said.

“It’s just a bathroom,” Brooklyn said. “That’s pretty far down on the list of things I can’t believe we’ve done. After all, we once blew up a wall to break into the British Museum.”

“Yeah, we did do that, didn’t we?”

“Okay, we’re all clear in here,” Brooklyn said over the comms. “It’s time for you to spill the tea. Literally.”

“Do I have to get it on my clothes too?” Sydney asked. “I just bought this jacket less than two hours ago. And it’s already seventh on my list of favorite articles of clothing.”

“You rank your clothes?” Rio asked with a hint of attitude.

“Says the boy with a database of every meal he’s ever eaten,” Sydney retorted.

“Sorry about the jacket,” Brooklyn said. “But it really needs to be both of you for this to work right.”

“Okay, but I am totally billing MI6 for the dry cleaning.”

Sydney went to a nearby drink station and got a cup of tea. She took a sip to make sure it wasn’t too hot and then made her way through the crowd toward Beatriz. She didn’t walk directly toward her, because she didn’t want to be obvious, but she did keep her in her line of sight to make sure P, B, and J didn’t get to her first.

Beatriz was standing next to a wall with a marble column to her left and André da Silva to her right. Ferreira was mingling nearby, and a steady flow of well-wishers approached her so they could say hello or pose for a quick picture. All the while, da Silva kept a close eye on things.

Sydney worked her way into the group, and soon she was face-to-face with Beatriz.

“It is so great to meet you,” Sydney said, pretending to be starstruck.

“You look familiar,” Beatriz replied. “Have we met before?”

Sydney was worried about this. They’d briefly said hello at the ambassador’s house.

“I wish,” Sydney replied. “But I would remember. I love your outfit.”

“Yours too,” replied Beatriz. “So many people went the leprechaun route.”

Sydney laughed. “Can I get a selfie?”

“Of course,” Beatriz told her.

Sydney purposely held her cup of tea in one hand close to her body while she reached out to take the selfie with the other. There were a lot of people angling to get close, and she held her pose until someone bumped into her. When they did, she fell right into Beatriz, spilling the tea on both of them. Da Silva jumped into action, pulling Beatriz out of the way, which caused Sydney to crash onto the floor.

Beatriz seemed more upset at him than at her. She broke free from his grasp and helped Sydney up, asking, “Are you okay?”

“I’m so sorry!” Sydney said, horrified. “I can’t believe I just spilled on Beatriz Santos.”

“It’s okay,” Beatriz replied. “It’s just some tea.”

“But it’s all over your shirt,” Sydney said. “That’s linen.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“No, I can get it out,” Sydney said. “I have a special spray and some baking soda. But we have to get some cold water on it before it sets.”

Beatriz laughed. “You have the spray and baking soda with you?”

“I believe in being prepared for anything,” Sydney told her, happy that she didn’t have to make up a reason. Spies were always prepared. “Please let me fix this for you,” she added.

Beatriz looked down at the stain, which was starting to spread. “Yeah, let’s do that. I’d rather not take a thousand pictures with a big stain on my shirt.” She turned to da Silva. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

“I’ll come with you.”

She gave him an disbelieving look. “Seriously?”

“I’ll wait outside.”

They started toward a bathroom, but the wrong one.

“Wait a second,” Sydney said. “I was in that one earlier. It’s packed. People will be all over you. There’s one that’s out of the way and is much better.”

Da Silva nodded and they followed Sydney.

“Here we come,” she whispered into the comms. “And we are not alone.”

As they walked to the restroom, Sydney was trying to think of how to deal with the fact that da Silva would be waiting right outside the door. Then the situation took a turn for the worse. She saw Peanut and Butter standing near the stairwell.

“We are very much not alone,” she whispered to the others.







32. Article Forty-Five

ARTICLE FORTY-FIVE OF THE VIENNA Convention on Diplomatic Relations mandated that if relations were broken off between two countries, it was their responsibility to protect and preserve each other’s diplomatic properties. That’s why the Iranian embassy in Washington had been empty since 1979.

Although, at the moment, it wasn’t completely empty.

This was where Jelly was holding Mother captive.

Mother had no idea where they were. When he woke up after drinking the poisoned tea, he was already bound to a chair in a small windowless room on the second floor. He was fairly certain, however, that he wasn’t at any of the three places the team had scouted. All of them were more run-down than this. That meant it was unlikely the others would be able to find him, which is why he’d spent much of the last twenty-seven hours subtly straining against his bindings.

Whenever Jelly was looking the other way or went into another room for a few minutes, Mother applied as much pressure as he could to the ties on his wrists. So much so that they’d begun to cut into his skin. But he was beginning to make progress, and they’d become looser. He was getting desperate, but what he didn’t realize was that the cavalry had just arrived. Or, if not the cavalry, at least a motley crew of MI6 agents on bright-red rideshare bicycles.

The team approached the darkened building via an empty parking lot sitting halfway down a hill to the rear. They didn’t see any light coming out of any of the windows, but most of these had been boarded up.

“I know you say I’m the alpha, but how do you think we should handle this?” Paris asked Monty as they crept toward the building. “All four together in close-quarters formation? Or split into teams of two?”

“As soon as we’re inside, we’ll want to move as quickly as possible in case our arrival alerts them in some way,” Monty answered. “We can do that better with two teams of two.”

“I agree,” Paris said. “You and Kat take the ground floor. Cairo and I will go upstairs.”

“Stay in constant contact,” she reminded him.

“Roger that,” Paris said as he signaled Cairo to follow him up an exterior stairwell.

Cairo assumed that Paris wanted them to be paired together because he still didn’t trust him and needed to keep an eye on him.

At the top of the stairs, Paris quickly picked the lock, and they slipped inside.

“Give your eyes a second to adjust,” Paris whispered. “It’s really dark in here.”

They stood silently and listened for any noise. Everything was silent.

“We’re clear,” Paris said. “Let’s move.”

They started down the hall, and Paris whispered into the comms. “We are inside and moving toward the front of the building. There’s a long central hallway with rooms off to both sides.”

“We’re downstairs and moving in the same direction,” Monty replied. “Be safe.”

With most of the windows boarded shut, and only the sliver of a moon in the sky, the hall was almost pitch-black. They had to use the flashlight app on their phones to see where they were going.

“Make sure you point the light downward,” Paris said to Cairo. “You don’t want it reflecting off anything ahead of you.”

They checked six rooms with no sign of Mother, and then the hallway split into two directions.

“Which way?” Cairo asked softly.

This was the moment of truth. Either Paris trusted him or he didn’t.

“You go left. I’ll go right,” he said.

There was a note of uncertainty in his voice.

“Are you sure?” Cairo asked.

“Positive,” Paris replied. “Be careful, and alert me if you see anything.”

“Roger that.”

For Cairo this was a huge victory.

He moved carefully down the hallway and turned a corner. That’s where he saw a glimmer of light. He didn’t want to jump the gun, so he didn’t say anything on the comms, but he inched his way toward the door.

Ahead he saw a pair of connecting rooms lit by LED lanterns.

“I think I found them,” he said over the comms. “Two rooms. Two-thirds of the way toward the front on the left side of the building.”

“We’re on our way,” Monty said. “Wait for us.”

He inched closer and could see Mother tied up in the chair. It was all he could do to keep from screaming. He wanted to run right to him, but he knew he needed to wait for the others. He moved a little closer to see if anyone else was in the room.

That’s when he heard the toilet flush.

It came from behind him down the hall, which meant he was about to be discovered.

“Someone’s coming!” Cairo said into the comms, and then he charged into the room.

Mother was startled to see him.

“Quick, get the knife on the table,” he said to Cairo. “He’ll be back any second.”

Jelly came back from the restroom and saw Cairo trying to cut Mother loose.

“Arghh!” he yelled as he raced into the room and tackled Cairo.

Cairo and Jelly wrestled on the floor for a moment, yelling and screaming while they did. And then, suddenly, Jelly went limp.

It took Cairo a moment to realize it, but as the giant man slid off his body, he saw a syringe sticking out of his thigh. He looked up and saw that Mother had managed to get one hand free and grab it from the table.

By the time the others reached the room, Cairo and Mother were locked in an embrace, tears streaming down their faces.







33. Kidnapped

AS SOON AS SHE AND Beatriz were in the bathroom, Sydney locked the door, turned to Brooklyn, and said, “We’ve got serious problems. Da Silva’s right outside, Ferreira’s nearby, and I just saw Peanut and Butter next to the stairs.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Beatriz said, confused.

“We’ve got to get her out of the library right away,” Brooklyn said. “Can we make it to the Forty-Second Street exit without Peanut and Butter seeing us?”

“I’m not sure,” Sydney replied.

“Wait, who are you?” Beatriz asked Brooklyn. “What’s going on?”

Sydney started to answer but realized that might only complicate the matter. “Rio, we could use a little help out here.”

At that moment Beatriz saw Sydney and Brooklyn standing next to each other and had a flash of recognition. “Wait, I met you both yesterday at the embassy. You were with—”

Just then, the stall door opened, and out stepped Rio.

“Rafa!” said Beatriz. She looked like she was about to shriek, but Sydney put a hand over her mouth.

“Please don’t scream,” Sydney implored. “I know this is confusing, but you are in danger, and we are here to help you.”

She went to yell anyway, so Sydney clamped harder, and Beatriz tried to break free.

“Seriously, Rio,” Sydney said. “It would be helpful if you started talking.”

Rio looked at Beatriz and began speaking Portuguese.

“Whether you believe it or not, I’m your friend. We’re here to protect you from some very bad people who are right outside that door. You know in your heart you can trust me. I’m only asking for thirty seconds to explain. If you’re not convinced, you can walk right out of here. But if you do, I’m terrified about what might happen.”

Beatriz’s only response was to fight harder to break free.

“Not sure what you told her,” Sydney said, struggling to hold her, “but I don’t think it worked.”

“Just let her go,” Rio said. “Let her talk. Let her scream. Whatever. We’re on her side, and she’s not going to believe that if you’re wrestling with her.”

Sydney cautiously removed her hand, and Beatriz shot her an angry look before turning to Rio and wiping some spit from her lip. “Why should I believe you?”

“That’s a fair question because I haven’t been completely honest up to this point,” Rio said. “I’ve never lied to you, but I haven’t told you the whole truth, so I will now. I am a Carioca. I grew up in Rio, but not in the part you know. Not in the part with families and houses and schools. I grew up in a favela and on the streets. I slept on the beach at Copacabana, not in a high-rise that overlooks it, but on the sand. I’ve always tried to be a good person, but sometimes I broke the law to survive. I’m about to break it again right here in this bathroom.”

Brooklyn and Sydney shared a confused look, wondering where this was headed.

“I’m about to violate the United Kingdom Official Secrets Act, which means that this is the second day in a row when I could wind up in jail,” he continued. “But it’s the only way I can help you, so here goes. I was adopted by a British secret agent. All three of us were. These are my sisters, and we work with MI6. We go on missions to places where adults would stand out but kids can blend in. Places like a youth rally for the environment. That’s why we were in Venice.”

Beatriz didn’t know what to make of him.

“There’s a Russian energy company willing to do anything to keep you from addressing the UN. They set the bomb in Venice. They were going to kidnap you in Washington, but our father got in the way. Now he’s missing, and we don’t know where he is. But rather than help look for him, the three of us came here to look after you. Because you’re our mission.”

Beatriz thought the story was absurd, but she also thought Rio seemed sincere. She had an uncertain expression as she wondered what to believe. “Which energy company?”

“It’s called Three Diamond. Have you heard of them?”

She nodded. “They’re really bad.”

“Yes, they are,” Rio said. “And unfortunately, Dr. Ferreira is working for them.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s my mentor, my friend. He’s been with me for two years.”

“And on their payroll longer than that,” Rio said. “We can show you the computer files to prove it, but we’re running out of time. These are the three men who’ve been sent to hurt you.” He handed his phone to her. “We think they used to be agents for the GRU. That’s Russian military intelligence.”

“I just saw two of them here at the party,” Sydney said.

“And you think they have your father?” Beatriz asked.

“Yes,” Sydney said. “The third one’s probably with him right now. Holding him hostage.”

“The only way to stop them is for you to speak at the United Nations,” Brooklyn said. “Once you’ve done that, their mission is a failure.”

There was a pounding on the door. “Beatriz?!” da Silva called.

She hesitated for a moment. “I’m still trying to get the stain out.”

“Why’s the door locked?” he demanded.

“I don’t want anyone to come in until I’m done,” she replied.

The City Spies shared a relieved look.

“Good,” Sydney said. “That should buy us another minute or two.”

“Is da Silva one of them too?” Beatriz asked. “Is he a bad man?”

“We don’t think so,” Rio said. “But there’s no way he’d believe what we just told you. And he’s determined to send me to jail in Brazil.”

Beatriz thought it through for a moment and said, “What do we do?”

“We can’t go out the door,” Brooklyn replied. “Which only leaves the ceiling.”

Beatriz gave her a confused look.

“Just watch.” Brooklyn climbed onto the sink and reached up to slide a ceiling panel. This made an opening, and she pulled herself up into it to reach a crawl space alongside the heating and air-conditioning ducts.

“I’m supposed to do that?” Beatriz asked, skeptical.

“We’ll help you up,” Rio answered.

He and Sydney gave Beatriz a boost so that she could follow.

“By the way, I’m really sorry about your shirt,” Sydney said.

“So am I,” Beatriz replied. “I expect MI6 to pay for the dry cleaning.”

“See!” Sydney said. “Great minds think alike.”

Once Beatriz was up, the others followed and began crawling in the direction of the ballroom.

“Do we have a plan of some sort?” Beatriz asked.

“Get you out of here and hide you until you can speak at the UN,” Brooklyn answered.

“I meant, are there any ideas about how you hope to accomplish that?”

“Not so much,” Brooklyn admitted. “We’re just going to have to make it up as we go.”

They crawled for nearly fifteen feet before their weight caused the ceiling to buckle and they crashed through into the ballroom, flipping over a table of desserts on their way down.

For a moment they were frozen on the floor as everyone gawked at them.

“Sorry to cut the line,” Brooklyn said sheepishly. “We just really like dessert.”

They quickly brushed themselves off and charged out the door. They were headed straight for the exit onto the street when Brooklyn saw da Silva running to intercept them.

“Not that way,” Brooklyn said. “Follow me.”

She pivoted and headed up the stairs with the others racing behind her.

“I can’t help but notice that we’re getting farther from the street level,” Sydney said as they reached the second floor and kept climbing.

“You’re just going to have to trust me on this,” Brooklyn said.

The library was closed except for the party, so there were no patrons on the upper floors to get in their way. But there also weren’t any people they could hide among. Rio was the last in line, and when he looked over his shoulder, he saw da Silva and Ferreira in pursuit.

“Pick up the pace,” he exhorted the others.

“There are a lot of small rooms up here,” Brooklyn said. “We can lose them in the twists and turns.”

“But there’s a problem,” Beatriz warned. “They track my phone. I complained about it, but they insisted. They can always tell where I am.”

“Just ditch it,” said Sydney.

“No,” Brooklyn said. “Give it to me. I have an idea.”

Beatriz tossed the phone to Brooklyn, who momentarily bobbled it because they were running so fast. They raced through the catalog room and into the massive Rose Main Reading Room.

“Hide behind the circulation desk, and do not move!” Brooklyn instructed them.

The circulation desk looked like the teller counter at an old bank. There were nine windows side by side made of ornate carved wood. During the day this was where staff members helped guests requesting books. Now it was the key to Brooklyn’s plan.

Rio, Sydney, and Beatriz all dived behind the counter while Brooklyn went to a desk where there was a line of motorized trolleys that rode on a special track that let them ferry books around the building. Brooklyn placed Beatriz’s phone in one and sent it on its way.

“They must be in here,” da Silva said as he entered the room with Ferreira. Brooklyn ducked behind a cart filled with books and remained perfectly still.

It was a rainy night, and there wasn’t much light coming in through the windows.

Da Silva and Ferreira methodically moved through the room, looking under desks and in any other potential hiding places.

As they got closer to the circulation desk, Rio’s heart beat faster, and he shared a nervous glance with Beatriz, who was right next to him.

“Wait a second,” Ferreira said, looking at the tracking app on his phone. “She’s moving toward the front of the library.”

“How is that possible?” da Silva asked.

“They must’ve doubled back.” Ferreira held up the phone for him to see.

Da Silva scowled, and they hurried out of the room toward the front of the building. Everyone waited until they were well out of the room before they let out a collective sigh of relief.

“Brilliant,” Sydney said to Brooklyn. “Absolutely brilliant.”

“What now?” Rio asked Brooklyn. “They may not be on our tail, but they’re definitely going to keep a watch on those exits.”

Brooklyn smiled. “That’s why we’re not going to use them.”

“Then how do we get out?” Sydney asked.

“Follow me and I’ll show you,” Brooklyn answered as she led them through a doorway and down a spiral metal staircase. “I became friends with a librarian who worked here. I used to fix her computer when it acted up, and one time she paid me back by showing me the stacks.”

The stacks were seven stories of steel bookcases directly beneath the reading room with enough space to hold three million volumes. Curiously, the shelves were almost entirely empty.

“What happened to the books?” Rio asked.

“They were moved into a special environmentally controlled storage area beneath the park behind the library.” She stopped and flashed a big smile. “But they have to leave all the shelves because they’re literally holding up the building.”

“So what are we going to do?” Beatriz asked. “Hide here for the night?”

“No, we’re going to use that storage area to get to the park and away from the building.”

They took an elevator down seven floors to the basement level and exited through the ultramodern storage area onto Sixth Avenue. It was dark and rainy, and most of the people on the streets were in a hurry to get somewhere dry.

“There?” Rio asked, looking at a nearby subway entrance.

“Too risky,” Brooklyn said. “It would be a natural place for them to look, and if they catch us on a platform, we’re trapped.”

Instead, she led them on a circuitous route to Grand Central Terminal. Here they went through the main concourse, beneath a gorgeous ceiling mural of the night sky, and blended in with all the commuters going home.

They got on a 5 train heading to Brooklyn. They were exhausted and spent and hardly spoke for the forty-five-minute ride home.

“This is our stop,” Brooklyn said as they reached Beverly Road.

The rain was letting up a little, but it was still wet as they walked a few blocks to a four-story apartment building. It was old but well-kept. Brooklyn looked up at it, a torrent of memories coming back to her.

“Did you live here?” Sydney asked.

“Yes.”

Brooklyn spent time in six different foster homes growing up, but this was the only one where “home” felt like the appropriate word. It was a temporary situation, but during her six months here, she felt safe and loved.

“Do you think they’ll let us stay?” Sydney asked.

“I hope so.”

To be honest, she was a little nervous to find out. Part of her worried that it wasn’t as warm and welcoming as she remembered. She had clung to that memory for a long time and worried how she might feel if she found out it wasn’t what she’d thought it was.

They climbed the stairs to the third floor and knocked on the door of apartment 3C.

It was a long wait, and Brooklyn thought this may have been a mistake, but then the door opened and she saw a familiar face: a woman in her late sixties with short gray hair and glasses.

“Hi, Mrs. G,” Brooklyn said, unsure if she’d remember her face out of the many that had passed through the door.

The woman looked at her for a moment and smiled broadly. “Sara?” she said, calling Brooklyn by her real name. “What brings you here tonight?”

“I need help.” Brooklyn nodded to her three companions. “We all do.”

Mrs. G smiled warmly. “Come on in, and I’ll put on some tea.”







34. Jurisdiction

“HMM,” ALEX KELLEHER SAID, DEEP in thought as he surveyed the scene. “This is a conundrum.”

“I’m sorry we called you, but we didn’t know where else to turn,” Monty said.

“No, no, like I said, I’m your first call if there’s trouble. And this certainly qualifies.”

The trouble at issue was Fyodor Chernenko, known to the team as Jelly, whose unconscious body was currently bound and gagged, lying on the floor of the vacated Iranian embassy.

“Can’t we just call the police?” Cairo offered.

“This is sovereign Iranian land,” Kelleher said. “DC Police have no jurisdiction here and zero interest in creating an international incident by entering the embassy.”

“What if we hand him over to the police or the FBI?” Paris suggested.

“Also tricky,” Kelleher replied. “After all, he hasn’t committed a crime in America.”

“What are you talking about?” Cairo protested. “He kidnapped my father and held him hostage.”

“That would require your father explaining what he was doing and how it happened that MI6 was conducting an operation in Washington without notifying them.”

They were all quiet for a moment while they tried to think of a solution.

“Maybe the answer lies across the street,” Kelleher said.

Monty sagged. “Please don’t make me go back to the Brazilian embassy. Last time they held me for twenty-four hours.”

“Not the Brazilians,” Kelleher said. “Just beyond them is the Italian embassy, and I believe this man recently set off a bomb in Italy.”

“I know just what to do,” Mother said. “If only I had my phone.”

Kat reached into her pocket and pulled out Mother’s phone and wallet, which she handed to him.

Mother couldn’t believe it. “Kat, you’re incredible.”

“I get that a lot,” she replied.

“What time is it in Venice right now?” Mother asked, still somewhat disoriented.

“The middle of the night,” Paris said.

“Excellent,” he responded as he placed the call. “That means he should be home.”

Captain Marco Del Piero of the Venetian police was awakened from a deep sleep by the ringing of his phone. Late-night calls came with the job, and he assumed he was being summoned to a crime scene. When he saw the caller ID, however, he was not happy.

“Marco, how are you?” Mother said cheerily.

“I’m sleepy,” the captain replied. “That’s how I am. I know I owe you a favor, but did you really have to collect it in the middle of the night?”

“Actually, I’m doing the favor for you,” Mother said. “How would you like to get your hands on one of the actual bombers from Piazza San Marco? Not those kids you’re trying to blame.”

Del Piero wasn’t part of the team that had arrested the three activists from Eco-Liberté, but he’d seen enough to believe that they weren’t behind it. “I’m listening.”

“I’m going to email you files that show the travels of three very bad people, including crossing the border into Italy to commit the crime,” Mother said. “They’re involved in some nasty crimes around the world, and I’m literally delivering one of them to you.”

“Are these files being sent to me by the Metropolitan Police?” Del Piero asked.

Mother hesitated. “Actually, they’re from a British agency whose name I’m not at liberty to share. So you’re going to have to handle that however you see fit.”

Del Piero had thought that Mother seemed more like a spy than a cop. “Okay,” he said. “But why the late-night call?”

“Because I need you or someone from your department to call your embassy in America. Now.”

Thirty minutes later Mother’s phone rang, and Del Piero informed him that everything had been arranged. The rules were simple. The Italian security forces at the embassy had no jurisdiction beyond their property. They couldn’t get Jelly. Mother had to deliver him to them.

Monty and Kelleher were stationed on the street, where it was late enough that traffic was sparse. Cairo, Paris, and Kat hid in some bushes near the embassy, ready to cause a distraction if needed.

When Monty signaled to Mother that the coast was clear, he got the still-woozy Jelly up on his feet and said, “We’re going for a little walk. Just you and me.”

Jelly was too disoriented to understand what was happening. For Mother, this seemed a fitting reversal of fortune. He had one hand on his shoulder guiding him and another clasping his hands, which were tied behind his back. They made it across Massachusetts Avenue and down the street to the security entrance at the Italian embassy.

The security gate was tall and featured a revolving entryway with metal bars. Here, Jelly began to realize his fate and tried to push back with all his strength. But his reaction came too late. Mother gave him a firm shove into the revolving gate, then grabbed on to the bars and yanked them to push him forward. Paris rushed to help, and after a few more yanks Jelly tumbled out on the other side and landed at the feet of three guards.

“Benvenuti all’ambasciata italiana,” one of the guards said to Jelly. Welcome to the Italian embassy.

Another guard turned to Mother and said, “Mille grazie.”

Mother smiled and said, “Prego.”







35. General Assembly

BROOKLYN WOKE UP IN HER old room with the familiar aroma of French toast and bacon coming from the kitchen. It was like she’d traveled back in time. Despite all that was going on, she’d slept well. It helped that soon after they got to the apartment, they found out that Mother had been rescued.

“My favorite breakfast,” she said as she entered the kitchen and saw Mrs. G at the stove.

“I figured some things never change,” said the woman.

The others were just waking up, and the two of them had a few quiet minutes together.

“How are you, dear?”

“Great,” Brooklyn said. “I mean that. Really great. I was adopted and am part of an amazing family.”

Mrs. G beamed. “That’s good. Last I heard, you were headed to juvenile hall.”

Brooklyn flashed a sheepish smile. “About that. You probably don’t want to advertise that you saw me.”

“I didn’t plan on doing so.”

The others ambled into the room, lured by the aroma.

“Breakfast smells delicious,” Rio said.

“You’re going to love it,” Brooklyn promised. “Mrs. G’s breakfasts are spectacular.”

She gave Brooklyn an eye roll and said, “Don’t oversell. But, everyone, please have a seat.”

The food was as good as promised, and while they ate, Sydney gave an update on Mother’s status.

“Monty said that he’s okay, but that they’re holding him in the hospital to run some tests to make sure all the poison is cleaned out of his system.”

“What about P, B, and J?” Rio asked.

“J is no longer a concern, but P and B still are.”

“Like I said, Sara, some things never change.” Mrs. G chuckled as she scooped up the last few pieces of bacon and set them on Rio’s plate. “You’ve always been on the edge of trouble.”

Brooklyn gave her an innocent look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Let’s see, mysterious late-night arrivals, poisonings, kidnappings? Just another day in the life of Sara Maria Martinez,” she said with a wry smile.

“What kidnapping?” Beatriz asked.

“Yours, dear,” Mrs. G replied.

“Wait, what?”

“I wanted to wait until there was some food in you before I turned on the news.”

“Oh no, this is not good,” Sydney said, looking at her phone. “They’ve got our pictures.”

“What?” Brooklyn exclaimed.

Sydney read the opening of the article. “ ‘Environmental activist Beatriz Santos was kidnapped during the Green Gala at the New York Public Library. Her suspected captors are three unidentified teens.’ ” She looked up from her phone. “They got the pictures from the gala. And I know this is not the time or place, but I really like the way my outfit came together.”

Beatriz turned to Mrs. G and said, “Just for the record, I was not kidnapped.”

Mrs. G smiled and said, “Your body language kind of gave that away.”

Brooklyn was still the alpha, and she started strategizing. “We need to get you to the UN so that you can give your speech and straighten everything out. But we need to make sure we don’t get stopped by Peanut, Butter, da Silva, or Dr. Ferreira.”

“Speaking of which,” Sydney said as she read farther down in the article. “ ‘Ms. Santos’s longtime advisor and mentor, botanist Dr. Alberto Ferreira, was distraught when speaking to reporters outside the police station but vowed to stand in and address the UN General Assembly in her place. “I helped her craft her speech, and while the NYPD searches for her, I will proudly deliver her message to the delegates before they finalize their debate on the climate treaty.” ’ ”

Beatriz was dismayed. “He didn’t help me craft my speech. I never even let him look at it because he’s always pushing for me to make concessions. He’s going to deliver his message, not ours. He’s going to undercut everything we’ve worked for.”

“No, he’s not,” said Sydney. “Because we’re going to get you there before he can say a word—”

“About that,” Mrs. G interrupted. “I don’t quite know if you understand the scope of the manhunt looking for you. You’re not going to make it three blocks without getting picked up by the police. They’re going to take you to the precinct, and by the time you convince them you weren’t, in fact, kidnapped, the speech will be over.”

“What do we do?” Brooklyn asked the others.

Rio smiled wide and said, “I have just the idea.”

They didn’t have the time necessary to find full bumblebee outfits, but a quick trip by Mrs. G to the Flatbush Costume and Party Center netted everything they needed to get by. They wore black-and-yellow striped shirts and fuzzy antennae. More importantly, the face paint completely obscured their identities as they rode the train from Brooklyn to Grand Central and walked the rest of the way to United Nations Headquarters.

The Swarm had turned out in droves and were blaring their vuvuzelas as the team snaked their way through the crowds. If Peanut and Butter were somewhere in there looking for them, there would be no way to pick them out from the crowd.

Tru had pulled strings with the British delegation to arrange for help. When they reached the delegates’ entrance, Sydney saw a woman and asked, “Are you Alissa?”

“Yes,” said the woman, surprised by their appearance.

Sydney pointed to Beatriz and said, “Here she is.”

The woman did a double take and smiled. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you.”

Beatriz laughed. “That’s kind of the point.”

“We’d better hurry,” Alissa said, handing Beatriz a VIP pass to wear around her neck. “The speeches have already begun.”

“What about them?” she said, pointing to Rio, Brooklyn, and Sydney.

“It was hard enough getting one pass,” Alissa said.

“Our work is done,” Brooklyn said. “We got you here. Now you do your thing.”

“We really have to go now,” Alissa stressed.

Beatriz started to follow her but stopped and reached back to take Rio by the hand. “You have to come with me. It’s a necessity.”

Alissa didn’t know what to do, so she slipped off her own pass and slid it around Rio’s neck. “Just hurry up.”

Dr. Alberto Ferreira was about to go onto the podium in the Trusteeship Council chamber and address the delegates of the United Nations. For the last few years, he’d been relegated to the shadows cast by a teenager. He was an acclaimed botanist with an elite education, yet no one heard his voice. Until now. He was done speaking to a handful of people in folding chairs. This was his moment.

And then it wasn’t.

Neither he nor da Silva, who’d come along as his protection, recognized her at first. The bee makeup obscured her face. But when she reached them, they knew it was her.

“Beatriz, are you okay?” da Silva asked, truly concerned.

Then he noticed that the other teenager in face paint was Rio, and rage filled his face.

“You are going to pay for what you’ve done.”

“What he’s done is save me,” Beatriz insisted. “Again.”

“From what?” da Silva scoffed.

“Him!” Beatriz said, pointing at Ferreira. “I will explain it all as soon as I’m done.”

Ferreira reacted just enough for da Silva to believe that she was telling the truth.

Moments later Beatriz strode out to the podium like she had done countless times before. She looked out at the giant room filled with delegates from around the world. Beyond them the balcony and press box were packed with observers and reporters. Interpreters sat in glass booths lining the second level, waiting to translate what she said into a host of languages. This was the moment she’d been building to.

And there she was, in a bumblebee costume, looking absolutely ridiculous. She’d tried to wipe off the makeup, but there were still streaks of black and yellow on her face. She could see in the faces of the crowd that they had no idea what to make of the scene. Some were smiling, but most looked confused. She was losing the audience before she even spoke.

And then she did something she’d never done before. She froze.

She couldn’t remember a single word of her speech. She couldn’t think of anything to say. All that ran through her mind were the events of the last twenty-four hours and the betrayal of the mentor she trusted.

She just stood there, still frozen.

And then a voice called out from the wings.

It belonged to Rio and said, “Tell them about the bees.”

In a snap she was back on track. She wiped some tears from her eyes, looked out at the crowd, and said, “I love bees.”

This drew a laugh from the audience, as if maybe this was why she’d worn the costume.

“I love bees because they are a constant reminder that even if you’re very little, you can still be very important.”







36. Return to the Yellow Submarine


SECRET INTELLIGENCE SERVICE BUILDING, LONDON, UK


Two weeks later

RIO WAS EXCITED THE FIRST time he visited the Yellow Submarine. The City Spies had just returned from Venice and came to the top floor of Vauxhall Cross to brief C and Tru on the mission. After dinner C had led them into this room, which he’d said was reserved for the most secret of meetings.

This time was different.

Rather than the whole team, only Mother accompanied him. It felt like he’d been called to the headmaster’s office at school to be disciplined. Even worse, he knew why.

C and Tru entered the room with solemn expressions and sat directly opposite them at the conference table.

“Good afternoon,” C said. “Thank you for making the trip down to London.”

“Of course, sir,” Rio replied.

“We have some very important things to discuss, so I think we should get right to it.”

Mother reached over and clutched Rio’s hand.

“Rio, are you familiar with the Official Secrets Act?”

Rio nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Do you understand it?”

“I think I do, sir,” Rio said. “Basically, it says that we’re not allowed to tell anyone what we do with MI6.”

C adjusted his glasses and gave him a stern look. “Not basically. That’s exactly what it says. I understand that you came to Mother and told him what happened, but I need to hear it from you. Did you recently violate this oath during a mission in New York City?”

“Yes, sir, I did.”

“But he did it with a good reason,” Mother interjected. “He did it to convince—”

C cut Mother off with a withering look. “I am quite familiar with the Secrets Act and know of no exception for, quote, unquote, ‘good reasons.’ ”

Duly chastised, Mother sat quietly, and C stared at the two of them for a moment, drumming his fingers on the table. “The decision of whether to prosecute someone under the Official Secrets Act lies with the attorney general. That is the exact wording from the act. Verbatim. And it’s also a bit of a problem for me.”

“Why is that?” Rio asked.

“I can’t stand the man,” C said. “He’s a toad.”

Rio knew this was no time to laugh, but a snort escaped before he could stifle it.

“Furthermore, I have no interest in telling him about the City Spies, their missions, or your temporary lapse of judgment. It was temporary, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” Rio said, excited that the meeting was turning in a new direction.

“So I shall be your judge and jury.” He sized Rio up for a moment and declared, “Mother, I would like Rio to be assigned a ridiculously large number of chores for the next ninety days. I would like him to be instructed every time that he is doing such labor as a reminder never to make such a lapse again. Is that satisfactory?”

“More than,” Rio said.

C gave him a look. “I was addressing Mother.”

“Quite satisfactory,” Mother replied.

“Good. Now that that’s settled, we can get on with our business.” C pressed an intercom button and said, “Esme, please send in the others.”

A door opened, and the rest of the team entered the Yellow Submarine. Rio was stunned to see them.

“Wait a second. When did you get here?”

“We were here before you were,” Sydney answered.

“How?”

“It’s all about line of sight,” she teased. “It’s a technique that magicians use. You should read up on it.”

Even more surprising than the team was the arrival of the last guest.

“Beatriz?! You’re not supposed to be here. This is top secret.”

“Yes, well, you kind of ruined that when you talked too much in the bathroom,” Brooklyn said, laughing.

Rio’s head was still spinning. “Okay, but why are you here?”

“I brought something that belongs to you,” she said. “You lost it in Washington.”

In her hand she held the medal for the Order of São Sebastião. Rio was overwhelmed when he saw it.

“Besides, I missed it the first time it was awarded,” Mother said. “So I asked for a redo.”

Beatriz motioned for Rio to stand up and join her at the head of the table. She leaned over and whispered to him, “This time I memorized it, so I don’t have to read it.” She fastened the medal to his chest and said, “In honor of his bravery and heroism, Rio is hereby awarded the Ordem Militar de São Sebastião for his acts that saved multiple lives. He was nominated for this honor by the Brazilian Ministry of Science, and it is being bestowed on this day in the city of London.”

The others gave him a standing ovation.









37. Confessions

IT HAD BEEN A WEEK since Rio’s ceremony in the Yellow Submarine, and things had begun to return to normal at the FARM. At Cairo’s request, everyone gathered around the dining room table. Paris had suggested he select this location because it was where they were most a family.

“We’re all here,” Sydney said. “What’s the big secret?”

Paris gave him an encouraging nod. They’d practiced what he might say, but doing it was an entirely different thing.

“There’s something I need to confess to all of you,” he said.

Mother looked on nervously, unsure what he might say.

“Back in November, when I came here, I didn’t know what to expect,” he said. “And I wasn’t sure that I’d want to stay.”

He scanned their faces and was happy to see that, so far, they were receptive.

“My mum gave me the choice, and I said that I wanted to come, but part of me worried that I wouldn’t like it. Or maybe that I wouldn’t like you. So the plan was that I’d come here and join the team. If I liked it, I could stay. But if I didn’t, we built in a system that made it so that I could reach out to her if I wanted to leave.”

Now Mother worried that he might be asking to leave.

“That was the scriptex, which you found out about and which Dad locked up. So I didn’t reach out to her for a while, which she got kind of mad about.”

“How do you know that?” Mother asked.

“She approached me in Venice,” he admitted. “When Sydney and I were looking at mask shops.”

Sydney couldn’t believe it. “Are you serious? How’d I miss that? I was with you the whole time.”

“She’s really good at being a spy,” Cairo said. “That’s when she gave me this.” He put the burner phone on the table. “She wanted me to keep in regular contact with her and let her know what we were up to.”

Mother and Monty shared a concerned look.

“Did you?” Sydney asked sharply.

“No,” Cairo said. “But I did see her again. Or at least I think I did. At the masquerade party at the Brazilian embassy. And then, that night, when I found out Dad was missing, I called her to find out if she was responsible. To see if she used me to get at him.”

“How do we know that’s what you said?” Sydney challenged him. “How do we know you weren’t feeding her information?”

“Because I listened to the whole conversation,” Paris replied. “He didn’t know, but I heard it all.”

Now Sydney shot him an angry look. “You knew and didn’t tell us?”

“That’s right,” he answered confidently.

“Why not?”

“Because I was the alpha, and we were in the middle of a complex mission. I analyzed the situation and made what I thought was the best decision. That’s what alphas do.”

There was no hedging in his answer, and Sydney realized he’d done the right thing.

“Paris said that I needed to pick a side,” Cairo continued. “But I didn’t want to. I love my mother, and I love my father. I don’t want to choose. But when he was kidnapped and I thought that I might not see him again, I realized that I don’t have to pick one parent over the other. But I do have to pick a side.”

He scanned all the faces at the table.

“I pick this side. You are my team. More importantly, you’re my family. And you can always count on me.”

“I want to believe you,” Sydney said. “And I do, but…”

“I know,” Cairo replied. “I have to earn it. And I will. I promise.”

“What do you think your mother is planning?” Monty asked. “Is she MI6? Is she Umbra? Is she both? Neither?”

“I honestly don’t know,” he admitted. “And I’m not an objective source for figuring that out. She’ll always be my mum. And despite our bizarre family dynamic, I will always love her.”

“Do you think it was her at the masquerade party?” Rio asked.

“She said it wasn’t, but she’s not exactly the most reliable person,” he laughed, and that broke the tension.

“It’s hard, because at times it’s seemed like she’s helping us,” Brooklyn said. “She literally saved my life in Paris.”

“And there are times when it’s like she’s pulling all the strings,” Paris added.

Kat shook her head. “Of all the puzzles I’ve tried to solve, she’s the most confounding.”

“Agreed,” Cairo replied. “But I’m relieved that we can try to solve it together. It feels good to let go of that secret.”



Meanwhile, somewhere in the south of France, Clementine sat in a darkened room, watching it all play out. She had used the tracking device in the phone to locate the FARM. Then, while the team was in the United States, she went to Scotland and planted bugs and miniature cameras throughout the house.

Oddly, she was pleased to see these children accept her son as part of their family. It hurt to hear him choose the other side, but it comforted her when he stressed that he would always love her. She gave herself a few moments to process these feelings, and then she continued watching and plotting her next move.
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BROOKLYN

(PREPARED BY CAIRO)

IN A WORD: Generous

RELATIONSHIP STATUS: Solid. Rather than teach me how to become a better spy, Brooklyn seems more concerned with helping me feel at home. We’ve bonded over a mutual love (obsession): graphic novels. We’ve even started writing and drawing one of our own. It’s about a female secret agent (inspired in part by Monty and Tru) called Scarab.

BONDING MOMENT: One night, when I felt like I might never be accepted into the group, the two of us stayed up late eating ice cream out of the carton as she told me about all the ways she felt rejected when she was new to the team. (At one point they accused her of shoplifting from a department store.) I believed her when she said it would get better.

GOING FORWARD: When it comes to computers, Brooklyn’s a hacker and I’m a slacker. I want to learn from her, but it’s going to be hard. She says coding is like being fluent in a foreign language. I can’t just translate in my head; I’ve got to think in code. Fingers crossed that I can figure it out.
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PARIS

(PREPARED BY CAIRO)

IN A WORD: Leader

RELATIONSHIP STATUS: Tight. He proclaimed us the Bumble Brothers after we had to race through the streets of Venice in bumblebee costumes. We’ve been tight ever since. (Though not as nearly as tight as those costumes.)

BONDING MOMENT: Every time we watch a Liverpool game together. I thought I was a huge supporter, but Paris takes it to another level. He wears lucky socks, eats lucky food, and even sits in a lucky spot on the couch. We stand at attention before the kickoff and sing “You’ll Never Walk Alone” at the top of our lungs. It’s awesome.

GOING FORWARD: Although the role of alpha switches from mission to mission, Paris is the unquestioned leader of the team. I understand that I’ve done some things that undermine his confidence in me, but I’m determined to fix that. If he believes in me, the others will follow suit.
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SYDNEY

(PREPARED BY CAIRO)

IN A WORD: Explosive (lol!)

RELATIONSHIP STATUS: Complicated. It’s scary how much she reminds me of my sister, Annie. Both are athletic, brave, and resourceful. Both also love to give me nonstop grief. She’s been by far the most reluctant to accept me. At first I thought she just didn’t like me. Now I realize it has to do with how much she loves (and wants to protect) the others. It’s frustrating, but I understand and respect that.

BONDING MOMENT: She literally named me. When everyone was still calling me Robert, she was the one who said I should be Cairo. Getting a code name like the others was the ultimate feeling of acceptance. The fact that she was the one to do it made it twice as special.

GOING FORWARD: I don’t know if she’ll ever fully trust me, but even still, there’s no one I’d rather have on my side when the odds are stacked against us. She is an incredible agent.
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KAT

(PREPARED BY CAIRO)

IN A WORD: Genius

RELATIONSHIP STATUS: Puzzling (and I mean that in a good way). Kat’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met. She loves puzzles in a deep, almost spiritual way. I think solving them makes her feel like she is solving unconnected pieces in her brain. The key to our relationship will be treating it like a puzzle of sorts. (See bonding story below.)

BONDING MOMENT: Soon after I arrived, I began finding jelly beans in a small bowl in my room. There was no note. Nobody said anything. Every day there were more. One day I got seven, then eleven, then thirteen. It wasn’t until there were twenty-three that I realized it was always a prime number. That was when I knew it had to be Kat. Since she didn’t say anything about it, I didn’t either. I just left twenty-nine jelly beans in a bowl in her room. Her smile when I saw her next was amazing.

GOING FORWARD: I can learn magic tricks from Rio and survival skills from Paris. But there’s no way to learn how Kat sees the world and does the amazing things she does. With her, I think the key is to leave things open and let her make the move to get closer to me. If that happens, maybe some of her magic will rub off on me.
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RIO

(PREPARED BY CAIRO)

IN A WORD: Always hungry (two words, I know, but "hungry" by itself doesn’t do it justice)

RELATIONSHIP STATUS: Mentor. Even though we’re close in age, Rio’s like a big brother. He looks out for me and tries to show me the ways of espionage. I think the special sauce to our relationship is that he believes in me, and that I know the others underestimate him. That drives him and is part of why he doesn’t underestimate me.

BONDING MOMENT: We were in Edinburgh for my first training session. I was nervous about playing Hawks and Sparrows. He picked me to be his partner without the slightest hesitation, and it made me feel like I had value other than just being Mother’s biological kid.

GOING FORWARD: I am going to let Rio mentor and tutor me for as long as he’s willing. There’s no doubt that his sleight-of-hand skills are amazing, and I hope to learn them. But I’m much more impressed by his thought process and how he strategizes. That’s the real magic.
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CAIRO

(COMMENTS BY TEAMMATES)

RIO: Cairo is a star in the making. Together, he and I can elevate our team to a higher level.

PARIS: Cairo loves his mother, which he should. But she’s our enemy, which makes his situation complex. I believe that he’s committed to our mission and a solid member of our team. But if I’m being honest, sometimes that belief wavers.

BROOKLYN: I know what it’s like to be the new member of the team and feel like you have to prove yourself every day. In that way I understand how hard this adjustment is. However, I don’t know what it’s like to love two parents who are working against each other at such a high level. I can’t fully understand what he’s feeling and thinking. I can only listen and try to help.

SYDNEY: I want Cairo to develop into a highly skilled agent and a valuable member of our team. But wanting something doesn’t make it happen. There have been multiple instances where he hasn’t been trustworthy. I’m hopeful but cautious about where we go from here.

KAT: When I saw the twenty-nine jelly beans, I knew he understood me, which is not easy to do. With two superspies for parents, he has incredible espionage DNA. He’ll do great.
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